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SERIES INTRODUCTION


In 2004, the then Chief of Army’s Strategic Advisory Group, the Australian Army’s senior generals, established a scheme to promote the study and understanding of military history within the Army. The focus was the Army’s future generation of leaders and, from this, the Campaigns Series was created. The series is intended to complement the Army’s other history publications which are major analytical works of high quality, academically rigorous and referenced.


The Campaigns Series focuses on leadership, command, strategy, tactics, lessons and personal experiences of war. Each title within the series includes extensive visual sources of information — maps, including specifically prepared maps in colour and 3D, specifically commissioned artwork, photographs and computer graphics.


Covering major campaigns and battles, as well as those less known, the Australian Army History Unit and its Campaigns Series provide a significant contribution to the history of the Australian Army and an excellent introduction to its campaigns and battles.


Roger Lee


Army Historian
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INTRODUCTION


The campaign along the Kokoda Trail in 1942 sits prominently in the Australian national psyche, second to only one other campaign — Gallipoli. Gallipoli captures the popular imagination because it was on the sands and craggy rock faces of Anzac Cove on the Turkish peninsula that the nation was born. It was along the Kokoda Trail, however, that the nation came of age.


With Japanese forces entrenched in New Guinea, Australia was forced to confront the possibility of invasion. However, while the Japanese had certainly considered an invasion of the Australian mainland, it was ruled out as unviable since the number of soldiers required to garrison the vast continent would have stretched the Imperial Japanese Army to breaking point. Yet the sense of threat that pervaded Australia at that time cannot be overstated. Once the nature and potency of that threat is fully appreciated, it is easy to understand why Kokoda is held in such reverence.


The popularity of the Kokoda Trail lies in the heroics of the story. It contains the essential ingredients of the epics of yore: Australian soldiers, outnumbered and unprepared, pushed to the brink of defeat, only to rise at the eleventh hour to vanquish a bitter enemy. Of course, the reality is nowhere near as dramatic.


Recent critical publications have shed new light on the Kokoda campaign. Access to previously untapped Japanese records has provided a new perspective, indicating that certain aspects of our understanding of the campaign may be inaccurate. In some cases, these publications have proven that incidents have been exaggerated or accounts have been embellished. Other aspects of the campaign appear to have no stronger foundation than myth.


That certain elements of the story did not occur exactly as we have come to accept is not surprising. The imprecision of reports from the front is a natural consequence of the claustrophobic nature of jungle warfare with its limited lines of sight, the ‘fog of war’ and the difficulty of conducting complex operations with only the most basic of communications equipment. Historians and authors with a wont to colour the gaps have been equally guilty of mythologising the campaign. Australian war correspondent Osmar White disparaged this tendency in 1945, writing that ‘The Australian soldier needs no fictions nor propaganda to justify him as a fighting man.’


That said, it is important to emphasise that, even if the historical record requires minor adjustment, this does not diminish the bravery and exploits of the men who fought on the Trail. The Owen Stanley Ranges constitute one of the harshest battlefields that man has ever encountered. The Australian soldiers who bore arms in such terrain can be forever proud of their exemplary service to their country.


The Kokoda campaign can be split into two distinctive phases. The first phase comprises the Japanese landings on the beaches near Giruwa (the preferred Japanese name for the Buna-Gona area), followed by their capture of Kokoda and southern advance along the Kokoda Trail towards Port Moresby. The second phase involves the Australian counter-attack launched from Imita Ridge which pushed the Japanese back across the Owen Stanleys.


This study of the Kokoda campaign concludes with the Australian recapture of Kokoda on 2 November 1942. There is much to justify the inclusion of the Battle of Oivi-Gorari and the Battle of the Beachheads under the banner of the Kokoda campaign as the units that fought these battles were the same that fought on the Kokoda Trail, and these battles were all part of the larger overall operation designed to destroy the Japanese presence in Papua. However, those operations are of sufficient magnitude to warrant their own extended telling in other books within this series.


Fighting along the Kokoda Trail occurred because both the Allies and the Japanese sought to occupy the land surrounding Buna to establish an airfield. Why Buna was so important, and how and why the Pacific War began in the first place requires some recounting of history.


For hundreds of years the Japanese maintained an isolationist approach to the world. That changed in 1865 when US Navy Captain Matthew Perry sailed into Yokohama Harbour. The Japanese had two options: they could resist militarily and inevitably lose to a technologically advanced adversary, or they could submit and emulate the mass industrialisation that had changed the face of Europe and North America. Choosing the latter option would enable Japan to build its own great empire. This was the course of action that the Japanese decided to take and thus began the Meiji Restoration, essentially a sustained period of westernisation and modernisation. This process was incredibly successful. Within three decades the Japanese economy had been transformed.


The final years of the nineteenth century saw frenetic manoeuvring among the nations of Europe as they each sought to expand their territorial assets. Japan was no different, although its rapid growth exposed its inherent weaknesses: lack of space and a dearth of natural resources. To continue to expand and rival the leading states of Europe, Japan needed new territory. The obvious and easiest place to expand was to the west. Manchuria in the north-east of China, the Korean peninsula and the Pacific ports of Russia became hotbeds of military ambition as East Asian nations tussled for regional supremacy.


Victory in the First Sino-Japanese War won Japan territory, including Formosa (now known as Taiwan). However, it was victory in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–05 that alarmed the ‘old world’ and signalled the rising power of Japan. For the first time in history an Asian nation had defeated one of the traditional European empires.


During the First World War, the Japanese fought on the side of the Allies. Japan’s role was small and generally limited to naval escort duties and the seizure of German territories in the Pacific. This minor role did not reflect Japan’s desire for military action and, if anything, was at least partially a result of Allied Command’s belief that the Japanese made inferior soldiers. Relations between the West and Japan deteriorated when the signatories to the Treaty of Versailles failed to incorporate a promised clause recognising the equality of races. Relations were damaged further still by the restrictions imposed by the Washington Naval Treaty of 1922 which set limits on the size and number of warships that the victorious Allied powers could build during the inter-war period. The Japanese opposed the terms vigorously, denouncing them as unfair.


By 1931 the Japanese military, supported by the rise of ultranationalists, had gained the ascendancy within the country’s domestic political sphere. As a consequence, Japan became increasingly belligerent in its dealings with China and the two nations fought intermittently throughout the 1930s. Japan further isolated itself from the world when it withdrew from the League of Nations (predecessor to the United Nations), ostensibly because it rejected the League’s criticisms of Japanese actions in China.
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A League of Nations General Assembly. The League was founded as a result of the Paris Peace Conference held in 1919 at the conclusion of the First World War. The League’s goals included disarmament, preventing war through collective security, settling disputes between countries through negotiation, and improving global welfare. However, diplomacy failed and the League proved powerless to rein in the militarist actions of Japan (among others) throughout the 1930s (AWMP03757.004).


By 1937, the Japanese military had fabricated two events (the Mukden and Marco Polo Bridge Incidents) in order to justify the escalation of their dispute with China into a fully fledged war. Despite quickly overrunning Manchuria and major Chinese ports, the war dragged on into the 1940s, exacerbating Japan’s shortage of raw resources.


Japan then turned its gaze to the north. This led to a series of border clashes with Russia, each resulting in resounding defeats. Discouraged by this, Japanese attention reverted southwards, and when France was conquered by Nazi Germany, Japan saw its opportunity. The French colony of Indochina (modern Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos) was rich in resources and occupying this area would allow the Japanese to tighten the blockade they had imposed on China. In a perfidious move, Japan occupied Indochina. This action provoked immediate condemnation from the United States which swiftly imposed an oil embargo on Japan and demanded the withdrawal of all Japanese forces. This prompted a year-long round of diplomatic jostling as the two countries attempted to negotiate an agreement to end the impasse. As Japan’s resource crisis intensified, limiting its ability to wage war in China, the United States refused to budge from its demand that Japan withdraw from Indochina. Japan prepared for war with the West.


Japan’s preparations culminated in simultaneous strikes on Pearl Harbor, Wake Island, the Philippines, Malaya and Hong Kong on 7 December 1941. In order to inflict maximum damage, Japan launched the attacks prior to a formal declaration of war while maintaining the pretence of continuing to negotiate a peaceful solution. The attack on Pearl Harbor was designed to destroy the US Pacific Fleet and inflict such massive damage that the United States would lose the will to fight. The plan backfired spectacularly. Instead of intimidating the United States, the surprise attack infuriated the American public and provided the stimulus for US entry into the Second World War.


[image: image]


The USS West Virginia burns following the surprise attack on Pearl Harbor which triggered the Pacific War (official US Navy photograph # C-5904).


In fighting this war, the Japanese aim was to seize the natural resources required to supply its military: oil, gas and rubber. Having achieved this aim, the Japanese planned to establish a defensive perimeter to protect their newly acquired territories from the inevitable Allied counter-attacks. In the initial six months following the outbreak of the Pacific War, Japan was significantly assisted by the Allied decision to concentrate on defeating Nazi Germany first. Facing a disorganised opposition, the Japanese conquered Allied territories in quick succession and dominated the seas that lay in between. The Japanese advance appeared unstoppable.
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The Pacific Theatre.


The Japanese were far from naïve. They did not believe that they could definitively defeat the United States, or indeed any of the other Allies for that matter. Instead, they hoped that the Allies would be deterred once they realised the enormous cost of reclaiming their captured colonial possessions. In this way, the Japanese hoped that rapid success would translate to a stronger hand at the negotiating table, enabling them to retain their newly acquired territories.


In implementing this strategy, the Japanese constructed a major naval and air base on the island of Truk in the South Pacific. But the protection of Truk required the capture of another major air and sea base further to the south-east. Thus they subdued the Australian garrison protecting Rabaul on the Papua New Guinean island of New Britain and established a major base of operations there. In order to protect Rabaul, the defensive arc had to be pushed even further outwards, to encompass the southern islands of the Solomons and Port Moresby. Advancing into these areas would also allow the Japanese to sever the lines of communication between Australia and the United States, and would prevent the Allies using Australia as a base to launch counter-attacks.


The initial Japanese plan for the capture of Port Moresby involved a seaborne attack. An invasion force en route to Port Moresby was intercepted by the US Navy and Royal Australian Navy resulting in the Battle of the Coral Sea. Although both sides suffered similar casualties, the battle was a strategic victory for the Allies because the invasion was thwarted and the Japanese fleet returned to Rabaul having failed to achieve its objective.
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Port Moresby — the objective of the Japanese assault across the Kokoda Trail in 1942. The shipping facilities and a portion of the township are visible in this photo (AWM025876).


This setback prompted the Japanese to activate their secondary plan. This entailed an overland march on Port Moresby, a concept that had been investigated prior to Coral Sea. Reconnaissance had been conducted across the northern coastline of New Guinea and, in a region pockmarked with coastal swamps and swathes of kunai grass, the area around Buna was identified as the most suitable location to construct an airfield. This airfield would have several advantages. First, it would reduce the extensive return travel time for aircraft flying from Rabaul to attack Port Moresby. Second, aircraft based at the airfield could provide air cover for the soldiers who would press southwards across the Owen Stanleys towards Port Moresby.


It was this chain of events that led directly to the Kokoda campaign, fought from the Japanese landings at Giruwa on 21 July 1942 until the recapture of Kokoda by Australian forces on 2 November 1942.


In any analysis of the Kokoda campaign, it is important to understand that the events did not occur in a vacuum. Throughout the campaign, actions on Guadalcanal directly influenced events on the Kokoda Trail, particularly in relation to Japanese plans and the movement of their troops. The turning tide of the battle on Guadalcanal caused much anxiety within the Japanese high command and, as a result, they never fully committed all the resources landed in Papua to the Kokoda campaign. The Japanese always expected that, at some stage in the future, they might need to redirect resources from Papua to Guadalcanal, which they considered the more important strategic objective.


The Battle of Milne Bay, fought on the eastern tip of Papua, also had direct implications for the Kokoda campaign, which at the time was at a critical juncture. Indeed, the victory of the Australians at Milne Bay represented the first time the Japanese had been defeated in a land battle. It shattered the aura of invincibility that surrounded the Japanese military and boosted the confidence of Allied armies across the Pacific. It also significantly reduced the threat to Port Moresby and released resources, held back for a possible defence of the city, for use in the Kokoda campaign.


Finally, in Australia, a power struggle and clash of personalities at the top of the Allied command structure was triggered in reaction to events occurring along the Kokoda Trail. In turn, this so-called ‘crisis of command’ had a direct impact on the conduct of the Kokoda campaign.


The Allied victories in the Kokoda, Guadalcanal and Milne Bay campaigns and the Allied naval victories in the Coral Sea and at the Battle of Midway signalled the turning point in the Pacific War. Although it was to continue for another two and a half years, the Japanese were thereafter firmly on the defensive, consigned to fighting a static war that saw their territorial acquisitions dwindle as the Allies advanced closer and closer to the Japanese home islands.
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South-West Pacific Area, 1942.


TRAIL OR TRACK?


Whether to call the route from Kokoda to Owers’ Corner the ‘Kokoda Trail’ or the ‘Kokoda Track’ has long provoked heated debate. It was and remains a point of contention. In short, the answer to whether the name ‘Kokoda Trail’ or ‘Kokoda Track’ should be used is that both are correct and either can be used.


Prior to the Second World War the route had no formal name, as the tendency was to name routes after the destination to which one was travelling. In this case, Kokoda was the destination of European travellers heading to the goldfields in northern Papua and thus Kokoda was the village name sometimes attached to the route.


When the Kokoda campaign began, the route still lacked a uniform name. Some Australians referred to it as the ‘Kokoda Track’, but more commonly it was referred to simply as the ‘Track’. The naming issue is further complicated by the fact that the route from Owers’ Corner to Kokoda is not a linear or permanent entity and has changed over time. For example, if a tree fell and blocked the path or a landslide washed away a portion, the natives would cut a new track around the obstruction rather than clear or repair the damage. Approximately 60% of the current Kokoda Trail follows the original route, while the villages of Deniki, Isurava, Kagi, Efogi, Nauro and Ioribaiwa have all moved from their wartime locations.


There are also many segments of the Trail where paths diverge and then reconnect. When Lieutenant Bert Kienzle cut a new track from Templeton’s Crossing to the Myola Lakes, this became the preferred route during the campaign and to this day. To the west, the original route that connected Kagi to Templeton’s Crossing directly over the summit of Mount Bellamy diminished in importance. Disuse saw it swallowed by the jungle.


Proponents of both names have advanced a number of reasons in support of their favoured term.


Those who favour ‘Track’ maintain it is a colloquial Australian bush term. The diggers favoured it, as have the writers of the battalion histories. Many Kokoda veterans dislike the name ‘Kokoda Trail’ because they regard the word ‘Trail’ as an Americanism and its usage as popularised by Americans.


This belief may be incorrect, particularly as the Australian correspondent Geoff Reading claimed responsibility for this designation. His first use of the title was in a story for Sydney’s Daily Mirror newspaper, filed from Port Moresby on 26 October 1942, which carried the bold headline: ‘Kokoda Trail ... a Diary of Death’. Reading’s motivation was entirely practical: ‘I did it because along with the other correspondents at the time, I didn’t know what to call it ... I got sick of typing descriptions such as Imita–Ioribaiwa–Nauro track. I called it Kokoda Trail to save typing.’


Those who prefer ‘Trail’ cite the label used on the Australian Army’s Battle Honours. The Papua New Guinea Place Names Committee, part of the PNG government’s Department of Lands, has formalised the name of the route from Owers’ Corner to Kokoda as the ‘Kokoda Trail’. And, finally, Kienzle (who lived in the Kokoda region as a rubber planter before the war) wrote that he always thought of the route as a ‘Trail’. His rationale was that a trail was already established whereas one could cut a new ‘track’ through the jungle at any time.


There is no correct answer to the question of which term should be used — it is simply a matter of preference. For consistency, the name Kokoda Trail will be used throughout this book. When referring to the two routes between Efogi and Templeton’s Crossing, Kokoda Trail will be used for the current route that Kienzle cut, while Mount Bellamy Trail will be used when referring to the route between Kagi and Templeton’s Crossing.


[image: image]


Members of the 16th Brigade moving north along the Kokoda Trail towards the front line in October 1942 (AWM027054).
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STAGES OF THE KOKODA TRAIL


The Kokoda Trail is a functional route. Long before Europeans arrived in Papua it was used by the native people to commute from village to village. To this day, it remains in operation and is used regularly by the Papuans whose villages dot its length.


Europeans first used the Kokoda Trail to reach the goldfields in the north of Papua and afterwards for the transportation of mail. They noted that the natives who had created the Trail had made little effort to follow the normal method employed when creating a walking track. For example, it did not follow contour lines. Instead, it would often scale the highest part of a peak and then descend directly down the other side. When the Trail met a creek or a river, it would cross the water repeatedly, rather than follow one bank.
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The start of the Kokoda Trail at the northern (Kokoda) end (N. Anderson, NAA001).


The vertical gain of the Kokoda Trail exceeds 5000 metres as does the vertical descent. From Owers’ Corner to Kokoda, the length of the Trail is 96 kilometres; however distances along the Trail are difficult to gauge, and the amount of time taken to travel between two points is often used rather than an actual measure of the distance travelled.


At the time the Kokoda campaign began, the Trail was physically longer. This was because the southern end was anchored at a location called McDonald’s Corner, named after the nearby homestead of Percy McDonald. Army surveyor Lieutenant Noel Owers was able to extend the jeep-head further north to the eponymously named Owers’ Corner which shortened the distance. The original plan called for the road to be extended even further towards Kokoda; however the rapid enemy advance and the ruggedness of the country saw the idea discarded.
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A fundamental misconception of the Kokoda Trail, held by both sides prior to the campaign, was the belief that it passed through a great opening in the Owen Stanleys known as the ‘Kokoda Gap’. The Japanese were convinced this ‘Gap’ allowed an easy passage across the mountains, while some of the senior officers at Allied General Headquarters (GHQ) in Brisbane believed it to be a narrow fissure in the mountains. American Engineer-in-Chief, Major General Hugh (Pat) Casey, suggested that the Australians demolish the ‘Gap’ with dynamite. In reality, the ‘Gap’ was nothing more than an 11-kilometre depression in the mountains that was marginally lower than the surrounding peaks. It was far from impregnable, and is the reason the Kokoda Trail was the favoured route of the many crossings that traversed the Owen Stanleys.


The terrain and weather that characterises the breadth of Papua is extraordinarily varied. It is a land of extremes. From the beachheads on the north coast to the foothills of the Owen Stanleys at Kokoda, the weather is humid and the land is marked by swampy bogs and flats of kunai grass. Along the Trail itself, the weather changes constantly. At some locations, particularly sections of the Trail that are exposed to the sun such as the northern face of Brigade Hill, it is exceptionally hot. In comparison, the higher sections of the Trail, between Myola and Eora Creek, are very cold because of the altitude and frequent precipitation.


The topography of the Trail is generally steep. A notable exception is the area around the two dry lakebeds at Myola which provide rare flat land. Everywhere, the jungle is extremely dense. At Eora Creek and Templeton’s Crossing, the sun is obscured by thick foliage which ensures these areas remain perpetually damp.


Warrant Officer Class 2 John Corbett of the 2/16th Battalion wrote that the most difficult part of the Kokoda Trail was ‘The going up and down ... Looking up there and seeing the thousands of steps there and thinking — gee, I’ve got to get to the top of that. And then getting up the top and looking down and seeing a thousand down the other side — thinking — gee, I’ve got to go down there ... the progress you made was negligible. You know, you’d walk so hard for so long and you got nowhere. As the crow flies — in some cases all that hours and hours that you’d taken — you might have only made four hundred yards. That ... used to dampen your spirits a little — you felt you were getting nowhere.’


Major battles of the Kokoda Campaign





	First Battle for Kokoda


	28–29 July 1942





	Second Battle for Kokoda


	8–10 August 1942





	Battle of Deniki


	13–14 August





	Battle of Isurava–Abuari


	26–30 August 1942





	The Fighting Withdrawal


	31 August–5 September 1942





	Battle of Brigade Hill


	6–8 September 1942





	Battle of Ioribaiwa


	13–16 September 1942





	Battle of Myola Ridge


	11–14 October 1942





	Battle of Templeton’s Crossing


	16–20 October 1942





	Battle of Eora Creek


	22–28 October 1942







Main Australian Units and Commanders of the Kokoda Campaign


(Note: names in brackets indicate replacements in chronological order. Information relates solely to the campaign in the Owen Stanleys.)





	New Guinea Force (NGF)


	
Major General Basil Morris


(Lieutenant General Sydney Rowell)


(Lieutenant General Edmund Herring)






	7th Division Headquarters


	
Major General Arthur Allen


(Major General George Vasey)






	16th Brigade


	Brigadier John Lloyd





	2/1st Battalion


	Lieutenant Colonel Paul Cullen





	2/2nd Battalion


	Lieutenant Colonel Cedric Edgar





	2/3rd Battalion


	Lieutenant Colonel John Stevenson





	21st Brigade


	
Brigadier Arnold Potts


(Brigadier Ivan Dougherty)






	2/14th Battalion


	
Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Key


(Lieutenant Colonel Hugh Challen)






	2/16th Battalion


	Lieutenant Colonel Albert Caro





	2/27th Battalion


	Lieutenant Colonel Geoffrey Cooper





	25th Brigade


	Brigadier Kenneth Eather





	2/25th Battalion


	
Lieutenant Colonel Charles Withy


(Lieutenant Colonel Richard Marson)






	2/31st Battalion


	
Lieutenant Colonel Colin Dunbar


(Lieutenant Colonel James Miller)






	2/33rd Battalion


	Lieutenant Colonel Alfred Buttrose





	30th Brigade


	Brigadier Selwyn Porter





	39th Battalion


	
Lieutenant Colonel William Owen


(temporarily Major Allan Cameron)


(Lieutenant Colonel Ralph Honner)






	53rd Battalion


	
Lieutenant Colonel Kenneth Ward


(temporarily Major Allan Cameron)






	3rd Battalion


	
Lieutenant Colonel Albert Paul


(Lieutenant Colonel Allan Cameron)






	2/1st Pioneer


	Lieutenant Colonel Arnold Brown





	2/6th Independent Company


	Major Harry Harcourt





	14th Field Regiment


	
Lieutenant Colonel Herbert Byrne


(Lieutenant Colonel Walter Hiscock)






	Papuan Infantry Battalion (PIB)


	Major William Watson





	2/5th Field Company


	Major Bruce Buddle





	2/6th Field Company


	Major Douglas Thomson





	2/14th Field Company


	Major Ronald Tompson





	2/4th Field Ambulance


	Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Hobson





	2/6th Field Ambulance


	Lieutenant Colonel Frederick Chenhall





	14th Field Ambulance


	Lieutenant Colonel Malcolm Earlam





	Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit (ANGAU)


	Major General Basil Morris







Main Japanese Units and their Commanders Of The Kokoda Campaign


(Note: names in brackets indicate replacements in chronological order. Information relates solely to the campaign in the Owen Stanleys.)





	17th Army Headquarters


	Lieutenant General Hyakutake Harukichi





	South Seas Force (Nankai Shitai)


	Major General Horii Tomitarô





	55th Infantry Group Headquarters


	Major General Oda Kensaku





	144th Infantry Regiment


	Colonel Kusunose Masao (temporarily Tsukamoto Hatsuo)





	1/144th Battalion


	Colonel Tsukamoto Hatsuo





	2/144th Battalion


	Major Horie Tadashi (Major Katö Kôkichi)





	3/144th Battalion


	Lieutenant Colonel Kuwada Gen’ichirô





	41st Infantry Regiment


	Colonel Yazawa Kiyoshi





	1/41st Battalion


	Major Miyamoto Kikumatsu





	2/41st Battalion


	Major Koiwai Mitsuo





	3/41st Battalion


	Major Kobayahi Asao (Major Murase Gohei)





	55th Cavalry Regiment 3rd Company (less one platoon) plus 55th Cavalry Regiment Pom-pom Gun Squad


	Lieutenant Kawashima Seiki





	55th Engineer Regiment 1st Company plus Materials Platoon (part-strength)


	Captain Takamori Hachirô





	55th Supply Regiment 2nd Company


	Lieutenant Sakigawa Toshiharu





	55th Division Disease Prevention and Water Supply Unit (part-strength)


	Captain Yamamoto Susumu





	55th Division Medical Unit (one-third strength)


	Captain Akao Hamakichi





	55th Division 1st Field Hospital


	Captain Bandô Jôbu





	5th Mountain Artillery Regiment 1st Battalion


	Lieutenant Colonel Hozumi Shizuo





	15th Independent Engineer Regiment


	Colonel Yokoyama Yosuke









Chapter 1


THE PRELUDE


Papua New Guinea did not feature prominently in the Australian mindset prior to the Second World War. This mindset changed rapidly once Japan’s aggressive posturing provided a strong indication that armed conflict with the West was inevitable. In Australia’s case, this would pose a threat to its northern borders.


The region known as Papua — the southern and south-eastern portion of the New Guinea mainland — had been an Australian territory since 1906, having earlier been a protectorate of Britain. The northern part of New Guinea, including the islands of the Bismarck Archipelago, had been captured from the Germans in the early stages of the First World War. At the 1919 Paris Peace Conference, Australian Prime Minister Billy Hughes demanded that Australia maintain control of these possessions to keep them from ‘the hands of an actual or potential enemy’. His argument was persuasive, and a mandate was awarded in 1920, with civil authority established in 1921.


Australia never realised the full economic potential of New Guinea, its economic output limited to rubber and copra exports and to gold mines, primarily worked in the Bulolo Valley near Wau. Australian efforts to establish complete control of the two territories were limited by numerous factors including the scant investment of resources, the terrain, and the ethnic divisions of the native tribes that constituted the vast bulk of the population.


Strangely, despite its potential as a bulwark against aggressive action from the north, the fortification of New Guinea generally, and Port Moresby specifically, occurred only in piecemeal fashion prior to 1941. The senior military officer in Port Moresby was Major General Basil Morris, Commander of the 8th Military District.
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Major General Basil Morris, Commander of the 8th Military District and later GOC ANGAU (AWM025597).
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Adapted from Peter Williams, The Kokoda Campaign 1942: Myth and Reality, p. 12.


The soldiers under Morris’ command were organised into three primary groups: the 30th Brigade (militia), of which at that time only the 49th Battalion was in Port Moresby; the Papuan Infantry Battalion (PIB), raised in 1940 for the defence of Papua and comprising natives led by European officers and non-commissioned officers (NCOs); and the New Guinea Volunteer Rifles (NGVR). This latter group consisted of local Europeans who felt obliged to take the defence of their land and homes into their own hands.


When the Pacific War erupted, the rapidity of Japanese conquests across South-East Asia and the Pacific Ocean sent a clear signal that war would eventually reach mainland New Guinea. The threat crystallised when Rabaul was captured on 23 January 1942. By 3 February the Japanese were bombing Port Moresby and reconnoitring the New Guinea mainland from the air. Bombing raids on Port Moresby provoked mass panic and the civil administration began to unravel. With the populace in disarray, civil authority could not maintain control and martial law was announced. On 15 February Morris assumed control of New Guinea from the island’s administrator and, on 21 February, the Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit (ANGAU) was formed to function as a military administrative unit. ANGAU’s primary responsibilities involved the maintenance of law and order, the supervision of labour and the duty of care for native welfare.


Morris’ problems were countless. First and foremost, there were insufficient naval and air assets to adequately defend Port Moresby and the troops garrisoning the city were regarded as low quality. On 3 January 1942 the 30th Brigade had been reinforced with the arrival of its remaining two battalions, the 39th and the 53rd. While the 39th, originally from Victoria, had been pieced together from various other units, the men were eager to learn and trained vigorously. The 53rd’s genesis was entirely different and provided the catalyst for the woes that would plague it throughout the Kokoda campaign. First, unlike the 39th whose members had generally volunteered for service with that unit, the 53rd was cobbled together from a myriad of New South Wales detachments, with local commanders taking the opportunity to offload their most troublesome characters.


As the 53rd was scheduled to leave Sydney for active service on Christmas Day 1941, many of its members resented the fact that they had been denied Christmas leave. The lack of opportunity to farewell their families significantly eroded morale. As the battalion was under strength, approximately 100 men were effectively co-opted into service and told they were deploying forthwith. To compound matters, the troops were not informed of their final destination, told only that they were sailing to Townsville. The battalion’s esprit de corps plummeted when the ship diverted towards Port Moresby mid-voyage.


On arrival in Port Moresby, further malady ensued. The careless manner in which the ship had been loaded meant that mosquito netting, a necessity in a country rife with malaria, had been packed at the bottom of the ship. All stores thus had to be unloaded before this critical item could be unpacked and used to ward off the tiny carriers of the disease. Further, Port Moresby’s development as a major Allied base was in its infancy. It lacked adequate port facilities and sufficient labour to work the wharf. The soldiers of the 53rd were thus put to work unloading their own ship. This became the pattern in the following months as the men were directed to manual labour tasks. This severely diminished their ability to train and prepare for the looming fight against the Japanese. In fact, some members of the 53rd lacked even the most basic skills of soldiering. When the battalion was eventually ordered forward, some troops were unfamiliar with their weapons and had no idea how to operate them.


Leadership was the other compelling difference between the 39th and 53rd battalions. In April 1942, the militia battalions were offered experienced AIF officers to steel their ranks. The lion’s share of those allocated to the 30th Brigade was transferred to the 39th Battalion. The 53rd was not as fortunate, and the quality of its leadership was markedly inferior to that of its sister battalion. The Commanding Officer (CO) of the 53rd, Lieutenant Colonel Kenneth Ward, was an amiable and confident man, but he lacked the experience of the COs of the 39th, Lieutenant Colonels William (Bill) Owen and Ralph Honner.


On 17 March US General Douglas MacArthur arrived in Australia. He had been ordered to leave the Philippines to assume the position of Commander-in-Chief South West Pacific Area (SWPA), the region that encompassed Australia and all the islands to the immediate north and north-west. News of his appointment was communicated to the Australian people the following day. MacArthur’s command subsumed all land, naval and air assets of the Allied countries within the SWPA. Changes were also afoot within the Australian leadership structure. In 1942, General Thomas Blamey had been appointed to two senior positions, Commander-in-Chief Australian Military Forces and Commander of Allied Land Forces, SWPA.
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General Thomas Blamey. Australia’s foremost soldier during the Kokoda campaign (Australian Army Engineers Museum, ECMP3302).


Doubts existed over the leadership in Port Moresby, particularly over whether Morris was the right man to organise the defence of a post that was growing in importance. While these doubts were first aired at a meeting of the War Cabinet in early January 1942, they were not addressed until 9 April when Blamey issued orders that reorganised the 8th Military District from a peacetime administrative structure into New Guinea Force (NGF), an operational headquarters with responsibility for conducting all military operations in New Guinea. Blamey’s former Chief of Staff, Lieutenant General Sydney Rowell, was appointed General Officer Commanding (GOC) NGF and subsequently replaced Morris in August.
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Lieutenant General Sydney Rowell, GOC New Guinea Force. During the Kokoda campaign his feud with General Blamey would cost him his job and create long-lasting controversy. By the 1950s he had returned to favour and would serve as Chief of the General Staff (modern-day Chief of Army) (AWM026582).


On 12 May MacArthur told Australian Prime Minister John Curtin, ‘We have ... in this theatre at the present time all the elements that have produced disaster in the Western Pacific since the beginning of the war.’ Despite this grim assessment, several puzzling decisions were made that suggest the threat to Port Moresby had been underestimated. It was not until April 1942 that AIF units, primarily anti-aircraft gunners, were committed to the defence of the city. In May Blamey sent the untested 14th Brigade (militia, including the 3rd Battalion which would feature in the Kokoda campaign) to Port Moresby, reasoning that the main threat to Port Moresby was a seaborne invasion which the militia could successfully oppose. He wanted the AIF brigades of the 7th Division — the 21st and 25th — held back and trained in Australia for MacArthur’s grand overall offensive strategy. Historian David Horner concludes, ‘[It is] clear that both MacArthur and Blamey made vital strategic miscalculations, at the expense of the lives of many soldiers and the careers of subordinate commanders, but neither would admit it.’


By 15 June 1942 the volatile situation called for stern measures. Morris enforced regulations which allowed him to terminate existing native labour contracts and made all New Guinea natives liable for conscription for any labour required by the military. Rates of pay and conditions of service were described in detail, including the provision of food and other necessities. Care was taken to prevent too many men being conscripted from the same village although, as the war situation worsened, this directive was less rigorously applied. Lieutenant Bert Kienzle, who had lived in Papua for many years and was able to speak the native language of Motu, was drafted to ANGAU and directed to organise native labour. This was a mammoth task and he quickly realised that his charges were very despondent, their morale low. He immediately took steps to reverse this by ensuring that their sub-standard living conditions were improved, and by explaining the enormity of the danger posed by the Japanese.


On 20 June Blamey ordered Morris to prepare for the possibility of a Japanese invasion of Papua. Allied Command anticipated that a Japanese force would land on the north coast, march across the Owen Stanley Range and assault Port Moresby. In response, an Australian force would concentrate in the Kokoda area where it would delay any Japanese advance, hold and protect Kokoda, and arrest any movement of enemy troops through the ‘Kokoda Gap’. The force was codenamed ‘Maroubra’ and comprised the 39th Battalion and the PIB, which was already actively patrolling the region.


On 24 June Morris relayed these instructions to the 39th Battalion. This battalion was not selected for any particular reason other than its position in a reserve area within the Port Moresby defences. The Commander of the 30th Brigade, Brigadier Selwyn Porter, believed that, even once the battalion moved north of the Owen Stanleys, its prime responsibility would involve little more than guarding airfields. Porter’s own assessment is telling; he later wrote: ‘In my opinion, NO unit in this BDE was capable of carrying out operations in the field, at this time.’


B Company, led by Captain Sam Templeton, was the first sent across the Kokoda Trail to implement the battalion’s orders. The men left a staging post at Uberi on 8 July with Kienzle guiding them, and arrived in Kokoda on 14 July.


The Allies realised well prior to the start of the Kokoda campaign that it was critically important to establish a base at Buna. Under Operation Providence, the Buna area was to be occupied for the construction of an airfield. But their lack of urgency cost the Allies dearly, as the Japanese had their own designs on Buna and took the initiative.


The Japanese MO Operation, the original plan for a seaborne invasion of Port Moresby, had been thwarted by a combined US and Australian naval fleet at the Battle of the Coral Sea. A more crushing defeat followed at the Battle of Midway, in which four Japanese aircraft carriers were sunk. The defeat at Midway prompted the cancellation on 11 July of the ambitious FS Operation (the capture of Fiji, New Caledonia and Samoa) and refocused Japanese attention on Port Moresby, this time to be captured in an overland invasion. The Japanese knew this would be difficult. In the years preceding the Pacific War they had gathered intelligence on New Guinea through the work of Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN) and Imperial Japanese Army (IJA) operatives disguised as scientific researchers and businessmen. Their intelligence formed the basis for Japanese plans, and they were aware that the Owen Stanleys represented a formidable natural barrier.
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