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Dedication

In memory of Lieutenant Peter Allen Ryan MM (1923–2015), soldier, kiap and coastwatcher, publisher and columnist, who loved Papua New Guinea and its people. He also initiated my career as a published historian, for which I remain deeply grateful.

And to Margaret, Rosemary, Anthony and Catherine Willis, who have shared my life, including my formative years in Lae.


Foreword

The recapture of Lae from the Japanese on 16 September 1943 was a major turning point in the Pacific War of 1941–1945. Until then, the Japanese commanders believed their forces could retain the New Guinea mainland from the Huon Gulf to the Vogelkop Peninsula, 1780 kilometres away at the island’s north-western extremity. The fall of Lae was thus a crucial milepost along the path ultimately leading to the Allied victory. From that time, no- one could doubt that the Japanese would be driven from New Guinea – then back through the archipelagos to the north and eventually to Japan itself.

The retaking of Lae was a phase of the war known by its military codename, Operation Postern. This operation was not a single action but a carefully planned series of discrete albeit closely integrated campaigns. These included the Allied thrust from Wau across the Kuper Range to Salamaua; the westward advance of the 9th Australian Infantry Division along the north Huon Gulf coast to Lae; and the push south-east down the Markham Valley to Lae by the 7th Australian Infantry Division. These successes were followed by the Allied pursuit of the Japanese, who had escaped from Lae in the days before the town fell.

Each of these campaigns was an epic undertaking in itself. As a coordinated and overriding operation, they were as strategically important as the better known and perhaps more celebrated victories of Kokoda Track and Milne Bay. After Operation Postern, the Japanese were in continual retreat in New Guinea until their surrender two years later in September 1945. Much savage fighting lay ahead of the Allies in those two years, but after the recapture of Lae, the eventual outcome was never in doubt.

This beautifully written book tells the story of Operation Postern in its entirety. The author’s research has been characteristically thorough, and he recounts the stages of the operation in detail. His gripping narrative never falters as he takes his readers through the events leading to the fall of Lae and its aftermath. Told here, the story is seen in its correct perspective as one of the great sagas of World War II.

Other historians have tackled Operation Postern; however, in one important respect this book differs from all previous histories of the war in Papua New Guinea. Unlike the major campaign histories, and the dozens of unit histories, this book includes the ‘third party’ of this campaign: the Papua New Guinean villagers. Other histories have either marginalised or ignored Papua New Guinea’s thousands of village communities – with the exception that most histories make mention of the legendary ‘fuzzy wuzzy angels’ who carried the stretchers bearing wounded Allied soldiers. Otherwise, the village people are ‘missing in action’.

This book demonstrates that, far from being a two-dimensional struggle between the Allies and the Japanese, Operation Postern was always a three-way conflict. As the author argues convincingly, the battles for Wau, Salamaua, Lae, Kaiapit, Shaggy Ridge, Finschhafen, Sattelberg, Wareo, Sio and Saidor, and indeed everywhere else in Papua New Guinea, always had a third party – the village communities on whose lands the combatants fought. This fine work of scholarship corrects that omission.

Dr Howie-Willis’s ongoing accomplishment in this book is that it will become a model for writers of future campaign histories to focus on the local communities, as well as on the combatants. By so doing, he sets a new and historiographically more accurate course for military history.


Major General John H Pearn AO RFD

Newmarket, Queensland

August 2022
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Introduction

Operation Postern took place when I was only five and three-quarters years old and in my first year at primary school in Brighton, a Melbourne suburb. Even we beginners knew a war was going on in a place called ‘The Islands’. Our parents and neighbours discussed it. Everyone had relatives or friends away overseas fighting it. Uniformed service personnel were on all the buses, trams and trains. At the beach we saw naval vessels steaming down Port Phillip Bay; and warplanes from the Point Cook RAAF base, just across the bay from Brighton, often roared overhead, sometimes so low we could see the pilots’ faces. Some citizens had air-raid shelters in their backyards; at school slit trenches had been dug across the playground. Part of my father’s work building, the National Herbarium in the Melbourne Botanic Gardens, was occupied by US Army officers, one of whom, a forester-botanist like my father, became Dad’s lifelong friend. And, of course, all the games we played at school were war games.

At that stage I had never heard of Lae, and could not have known that within 25 years I would be living there. I knew about New Guinea, however, because at the church I attended we sometimes saw films about the Methodist missions there. I decided early in life that one day I would go there.

My chance came in late 1964, when the Education Department of Victoria seconded me to Papua New Guinea as a secondary teacher. My first posting was Brandi High School near Wewak in the East Sepik Province, where I spent the three years 1965–1967.

This book stems from my second posting and the six years I lived in Lae 1968–1973, when I lectured at the Papua New Guinea University of Technology.

My wife Margaret and I arrived in Lae with our two older children, Rosemary and Anthony, in January 1968. Our third child, Catherine, was born the next year in the ANGAU Memorial Hospital, Lae’s only hospital.

ANGAU was a word inextricably intertwined with Lae’s wartime experience. This extended from March 1942, when the Japanese occupied the town, through the end of the war in August– September 1945, and beyond that to the resumption of civilian rule in January–February 1946. ANGAU is an acronym. It stands for the Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit, the Australian Army formation responsible for the wartime government of Papua New Guinea’s civilian population.

Brandi, our first posting in Papua New Guinea, occupied the site of a former German plantation 11 kilometres south-east of Wewak. The war in mainland New Guinea had formally ended near Wewak on 13 September 1945. That was when the commander of the 18th Japanese Army, Lieutenant General Hatazō Adachi, surrendered to Major General Horace C.H. Robertson, commander of the 6th Australian Infantry Division. The surrender ceremony took place at Wom Point, 5 kilometres north-west of Wewak.

At Brandi, the detritus of war was never far away. Twenty years after the war, stacks of unexploded shells and mortar bombs lay overgrown in the jungle several hundred metres from the school. Discarded Japanese helmets, boots, rifles and bayonets littered the forest floor. As the Brandi history teacher, I established a war museum at the school to display the objects the students discovered – a searchlight, an anti-aircraft gun, bomb and shell casings, pistols, a hand-wound air-raid siren, and of course the rifles, bayonets, helmets and distinctive two-toed Japanese boots. On a couple of occasions, the Army Bomb Disposal Squad was called in to detonate bombs that had buried themselves in the swampy soil near the school without exploding. We even found the skeletons of two Japanese soldiers at the end of a tunnel in a nearby cliff that no-one knew about until the tangle of overhanging foliage was cut back. I recall that we reported the discovery to the District Commissioner, who arranged for their removal, but I do not know what then became of them. I hope they were returned to the Japanese agency that was retrieving the skeletal remains of fallen Japanese military personnel at that time.

As around Wewak, so around Lae: reminders of war were close. The Tenyo Maru, a Japanese ship that ran aground off the end of the aerodrome in 1942, was among the first sights seen by passengers landing there. The city’s chief tourist attractions included the Lae War Cemetery, burial place of 2818 Commonwealth military personnel, many of whom had died in the battles for Lae and nearby Salamaua and the later campaigns in the Huon Peninsula and Finisterre Range. On Anzac Day crowds gathered at the monument outside the RSL club for patriotic ceremonies. The monument’s bronze plaque recorded the raising of the Australian flag there on 16 September 1943 by Brigadier K.W. Eather, commander of the 25th Brigade, which entered Lae first.

We moved to Lae so that I could teach at the new University of Technology. When we arrived there, the war was still in recent memory. It had ended only 23 years earlier. Some of the town’s citizens had served there as soldiers. The older village people had lived through it and discussed it with me freely. One of our university drivers, Kabi Mandi, a Finschhafen man, had worked as an ANGAU carrier. Helene and Karl Holzknecht, Lutheran missionary friends, had been interned in Australia as ‘enemy aliens’. All these friends had tales to tell of their wartime experiences. Their reminiscences became the basis of my first book, Lae: Village and City, published in 1974.

I also travelled widely in the Lae hinterland, and sometimes overnighted in villages with ‘Unitech’ colleagues as we explored the region. We learned about the war episodically during these excursions. A reference point was always Fear Drive My Feet, Peter Ryan’s memoir of his time as an ANGAU kiap behind Japanese lines in the Lae hinterland in 1942–1943. His book remains a moving evocation of life in the villages under Japanese occupation. I re-read it annually to remind myself of the Pacific War. I have dedicated this book to Peter, who helped me become a practising historian.

The Japanese invasion and occupation of Papua New Guinea in 1942 are stories often-told. Seven volumes of the 22-volume official history, Australia in the War of 1939–1945, tell them at length.1 The multi-volume US official military histories set out accounts of the invasions in even more detail than their Australian counterparts. Nine volumes of the ‘War in the Pacific’ section of the series U.S. Army in World War II and also four volumes of the series The US Navy in World War II cover the invasion.2 The Japanese official history also deals with the war in New Guinea, though not at the same length as in the Australian and US series.3 All such accounts are, naturally enough, told from the perspective of the nation publishing them.

Apart from in the official war histories, the Japanese invasion is exhaustively covered in a proliferating range of encyclopaedias. The first of these was the second edition of The Australian Encyclopaedia (1958), which comprehensively described the invasion.4 The first edition of The Oxford Companion to Australian Military History was published in 1995 and a second edition appeared in 2008.

Various internet-based encyclopaedias have also become available. They include two government-sponsored reference works: Anzac Portal, developed by the Australian Department of Veterans’ Affairs5 and the Australian War Memorial’s Memorial Encyclopaedia.6 The Australian War Memorial also publishes the online Australia-Japan Research Project, which, as the title suggests, has been a co-operative enterprise entailing a series of studies relating to the war between the Australians and Japanese in New Guinea.7 The continually developed online resource, Wikipedia: The Free Encyclopaedia, provides articles on an increasingly wide range of topics.8 Some are more authoritative than others, but those relating to World War II in Papua New Guinea are generally detailed, comprehensive and accurate.

As well as in the official histories and encyclopaedias, the invasion is discussed in numerous monographs, campaign histories and unit histories.9

In the years following my time in Lae, I continued reading about the war in the Morobe Province, of which Lae is the capital. The battles for Wau, Salamaua and Lae, and later for Finschhafen and the Huon Peninsula, and simultaneously Kaiapit, the upper Ramu Valley and the Finisterre Range, have been much written about. As well as in the official war histories, campaign histories and many unit histories have dealt in detail with the war in the Morobe Province.

The more I read such material, the more I realised that few accounts of Operation Postern have adequately considered the effects of the war on the villagers. The histories just mentioned generally see the war as a two-sided contest between the Allies and Japanese. They effectively ignore the many Morobe Province village communities on whose lands the combatants fought a war that the villagers did not want. This book is, in part, an attempt to include them in the story because they were always a third party to the campaigns mounted in their territory.

Although the book seeks to redress the historiographical balance, it also endeavours to narrate the events of one of the most ambitious campaigns ever undertaken by the Australian Defence Force. In this connection, another historian of Operation Postern, Phillip Bradley, stated the situation nicely in the title of his 2019 account of the Morobe Province campaigns. He called his book D-Day New Guinea: The extraordinary story of the battle for Lae and the greatest combined airborne and amphibious operation of the Pacific War.* The title is not only arresting but accurate.

Operation Postern was a great saga involving tens of thousands of military personnel and even more village people. It resulted from grand Allied military strategy followed up by intense, careful planning and bold execution. Once it began, the result was almost assured because the tide of war was turning in the Allies’ favour. The outcome could not be achieved, however, without the determination and bravery of the soldiers, sailors and airmen who fought its many engagements. The combat personnel of both sides fought fiercely, and thousands lost their lives in the process.

Finally, the book is intended as a tribute to the Allied military personnel who ensured that Operation Postern, a campaign that had to be fought, contributed to the Allied victory in a war that had to be won.


Ian Howie-Willis 

Canberra

February 2023





* Bradley, Phillip, D-Day New Guinea: The extraordinary story of the battle for Lae and the greatest combined airborne and amphibious operation of the Pacific War, Crow’s Nest (New South Wales), Allen & Unwin, 2019.


CHAPTER 1

The Setting

‘Postern’ is a little-used English word meaning a back door or gate. It came into English from the Latin postera, back door. That in turn derived from posterus, an adjective meaning ‘following’ or ‘coming after’, which is also the source of English ‘posterior’.1

‘Postern’ was the military codename for the campaign to recapture Lae from the Japanese. The town fell to the Australians and their US Allies on 16 September 1943. Soldiers of the 7th and 9th Australian Infantry Divisions occupied the town from opposite directions after a 13-day pincer-like advance along the coast and down the Markham Valley.

Why did the Allies adopt ‘Postern’ as the name?

It was a strange choice. Lae was hardly a back door to the town’s vast hinterland. Since 1941 it had been the capital of the Territory of New Guinea, taking over from Rabaul on New Britain, which had been devastated by volcanic eruptions four years earlier.

If anything, Lae was a major gateway – the coastal base and airport for the rich Wau-Bulolo goldfields and the recently discovered and populous Highlands region. Indeed, a historian of Lae later called his book Golden Gateway.2

The Allies chose odd code words for their campaigns in the South-West Pacific Area (SWPA), which included New Guinea and Papua, then a separate territory. The codenames seem to have been chosen capriciously for there was little apparent connection between them and the military goals to be attained. 3 Perhaps in Allied headquarters some imaginative officer with a wide vocabulary had the job of devising new names. This might have been done with deliberate obfuscation in mind – a tactic to confuse the enemy. Be that as it may, what now follows is the geo-cultural background to Operation Postern.

Colonial protectorates and territories

Australian military forces occupied German New Guinea in September 1914 in the weeks following the outbreak of World War I. German New Guinea comprised Kaiser Wilhelmsland, the German portion of the New Guinea mainland, plus the Admiralty Islands (the largest of which is Manus), the Bismarck Archipelago (comprising Neu Pommern [New Britain], Neu Mecklenburg [New Ireland] and others), as well as Bougainville and Buka, the northernmost of the Solomon Islands.

An Australian military administration ruled German New Guinea until 1921, when a civilian government replaced it. The Versailles Conference following World War I allocated German New Guinea to Australia as a ‘Class C Mandated Territory’ under League of Nations supervision, i.e. a poorly developed former German colony to be guided towards eventual independence under the League’s oversight. On receiving its Mandate, Australia changed the name to the Territory of New Guinea.4

The German colony had shared mainland New Guinea with two other colonial territories. West of the 141st meridian was Netherlands New Guinea, which in 1962 passed to Indonesia. The Indonesians renamed it Irian Jaya. They renamed it again in 2002, calling it Papua.5

Apart from sharing a border, Indonesian Papua is entirely separate from the former Australian Territory of Papua. The latter, immediately south of German Kaiser Wilhelmsland, was a British protectorate known as British New Guinea from 1884. In 1902 the protectorate was transferred to Australian control. It was then formally named the Territory of Papua. It continued as that until 16 September 1975, when the new nation of Papua New Guinea achieved independence.6

Under Australian rule, the Territories of Papua and New Guinea were administered separately until the Japanese invasions began in January   1942. The   Australian   military   authorities in the two territories then merged the administrations under the control of an Army formation called the Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit, commonly known by its acronym, ANGAU (pronounced like ‘Anne Gow’). When civilian rule was restored at the end of World War II in 1945 the administrative union continued under the Papua-New Guinea Provisional Administration Act.

In 1949 subsequent legislation established the combined Territory of Papua and New Guinea for administrative convenience. The two territories continued as separate legal entities, however. That was because the Territory of New Guinea had become a United Nations Trusteeship Territory on the demise of the League of Nations in 1946. Australia was obliged to report separately to the UN on its trusteeship in New Guinea.7

Following the enactment of Australia’s Papua New Guinea Act 1974 and the adoption of the Constitution of the Independent State of Papua New Guinea by the Parliament of Papua New Guinea, the two territories were legally as well as administratively amalgamated. The new nation became independent of Australia on 16 September 1975.8

Lae

By the 21st century, Lae was the second largest city in Papua New Guinea. Only the national capital, Port Moresby, was larger. Lae’s population, 101,000, was less than a third of Port Moresby’s population of 360,000, but it was nevertheless a large city compared to others in the island nations of Oceania.9

By 2020 the Lae population ranked fifth among the cities of Melanesia, Micronesia and Polynesia scattered across the vast Pacific. After Port Moresby, the biggest, came Honolulu (347,000 people), Jayapura (Indonesian Papua, 257,000), Honiara (Solomon Islands, 185,000), and then Lae.10 Lae is a middle-ranking city of Oceania, if Australia and New Zealand and their metropolises are excluded from that region.

Lae lies in the north-western corner of the Huon Gulf, 4 kilometres east of the Markham River mouth. In the decades before World War II, it was one of five towns in the Morobe District of the Territory of New Guinea. The others were Bulolo, Finschhafen, Salamaua and Wau. The district took its name from Morobe, the former German administrative centre for the region, on the coast 125 kilometres south-east of Lae.11 Map 1 shows Lae and the Morobe in relation to the rest of Papua New Guinea.

When World War II began in 1939, Lae was still a minor town, even by the pre-war standards of colonial Papua and New Guinea. Nearby Salamaua, Wau and Bulolo were all larger. These were the towns that sprang up during the 1920s because of gold-mining along the Bulolo Valley. Like them, Lae was founded because of the mining industry. It grew around an aerodrome established in 1927 to service the goldfields.12

Before the construction of the airfield, Lae was hardly a settlement let alone a town. In 1920 it became an unmanned government post, little more than a stopping place intermittently used by government patrol officers from Morobe moving along the Markham Valley corridor to and from the interior. The broad, flat valley gave ready access to the vast Huon Gulf hinterland.13 A permanent government station was not established at Lae until 1935.14 Apart from the local village communities, the only nearby permanent settlement was at Ampo, a Lutheran mission station established in 1910 on the far side of the Bumbu River about 3 kilometres east of the airfield.15

[image: ]

Map 1: Morobe Province (formerly District) in relation to the other 19 provinces of present-day Papua New Guinea.
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The Guinea Airways workshop on the eastern side of the aerodrome, Lae, 1932 (AWM OG0606D).

The only Europeans living anywhere in the vicinity of Lae before the airstrip was laid out were the German missionary, Rev. Gottfried Schmutterer, and his family. They probably did not know the area where the town developed as ‘Lae’. To them and other Germans it was Burgberg (‘fortress hill’), the German term for Lo’wamung (‘first hill’ in the local indigenous language, Bukawa). Lo’wamung, soon corrupted to ‘Lunaman’ by English speakers, is the tall hill rising from the foreshore and overlooking Lae. The German name was apt because from ships at sea the hill resembles a prehistoric hillfort of the kind abounding in Europe.16

The name ‘Lae’ itself is of complex derivation. It began as ‘Ahi’, the people of an Aribwatsa language community of the lower Wampit River, one of the Markham’s main southern tributaries. Forced from their homeland by aggressive Wampar language neighbours, they sought refuge among peoples nearer the coast, including two villages near Lae, Butibam and Kamkumung, where, in both cases, the Bukawa language was spoken. They settled on land west of and contiguous with Butibam, forming a distinct community called Ahihengali. Over time, the Ahi people were effectively absorbed into Butibam and eventually lost their separate language.17 The Bukawa-speaking people pronounced ‘Ahi’ with an initial ‘L’ as ‘Lahi’. Through translation into Yabim, the Lutheran mission lingua franca of the Huon Gulf coast, ‘Lahi’ became ‘Lahe’; but because ‘H’ does not exist in Yabim it then became ‘Lae’, pronounced ‘La-ee’ by Yabim speakers. That soon became ‘Lae’ (the same sound as English ‘lay’) when Australians began settling around the airfield in 1927. As Ahihengali was the village closest to the airfield, the name of its people seems to have become that of the burgeoning town.18

As with ‘Lae’, the derivations of other place names are diverse. ‘Morobe’ is another name of local origin, from the Yekora language. It is compounded from two words, ‘moro’, a tree, and ‘be’, a river mouth, i.e. ‘tree at the river mouth’. The Germans called their station there ‘Adolfhafen’; but the Australians preferred the local name.19 Other regional names are of European origin. Both the Huon Gulf and Huon Peninsula were named for Jean Michele Huon de-Kermadec (1748–1793), a French mariner, a Breton, who visited the region aboard his ship Espérance in 1792.20 (He also visited Tasmania and left his name there as well.) The Markham River was named in 1873 for the Secretary of the Royal Geographical Society, Sir Clements Markham. The name was conferred by the explorer Captain John Moresby of the Royal Navy, whose own surname eventually became that of the capital of Papua New Guinea.21 The village communities near Lae know the river as ‘Busi’, the Bukawa term for ‘big river’.22

The Lae airstrip of 1927 quickly became an aerodrome which for a time was the busiest anywhere in the world. Whether measured by daily flights in and out or tonnages carried, Lae kept setting world records. That was because it became the base from which heavy mining equipment was ferried to the goldfields in the Bulolo Valley some 70 kilometres to the south-west. As air traffic grew, so did the town as its aeronautical and goldfield-related industries developed.23 By World War II, the aerodrome was so strategically important it became a focal point in the conflict between the Allies and the Japanese.

In January 1942, before the town was evacuated because of its imminent occupation by Japanese military forces, the population had been somewhat over 2700. According to the racial demographic classification of the time, the ‘Europeans’ comprised 154, a figure including 130 in the town and another 24 living within a 10-mile radius. Those in the town were mainly the families of workers employed by its main commercial enterprises, prominent among which were Guinea Airways, Vacuum Oil, and the Burns Philp retail chain. Relative newcomers were the civil servants employed by the New Guinea Administration, whose numbers increased after Lae replaced Rabaul as the capital in 1941. Those outside the town included the Lutheran mission personnel around Malahang, east of the town, and plantation owners and managers in the lower Markham Valley to the north-west.24

The second group, the ‘Asiatics’, was the smallest. Numbering only 82 and nearly all Chinese, they lived in an area called ‘Chinatown’, at the foot of Mount Lunaman and near the beach to the east of the town. They ran the trade stores – shops catering to the New Guinean community.25

The third group, the ‘Natives’ or indigenous New Guineans, was by far the largest. About 800 of them lived in the town, where they worked as domestic servants, police or low-level functionaries with the commercial firms and government agencies. Another 1200 were indentured labourers, nearly all males. They lived in a series of ‘native compounds’ or barracks between Chinatown and the main town to the west. In addition to them were the villagers of Ahihengali, Butibam, Kamkumung, Wagang and Yanga. These were the five local traditional villages to the east of town. Situated between the Bumbu and Busu Rivers, their combined population was about 520.26

The other Morobe towns

Pre-war Lae had close links with the other four Morobe towns – Finschhafen, Salamaua, Wau and Bulolo. Like Lae, all four would become battlegrounds during World War II as the Japanese fought to retain their territorial gains and the Allies sought to expel them.

Finschhafen

Finschhafen, 100 kilometres east of Lae, is the oldest of the Morobe towns. It dates to 1884, when a base was established there by officials of the Neu Guinea Kompagnie (New Guinea Company), which had been chartered by the German imperial government to administer the colony. Because the area proved malarial, the company soon shifted the base to Morobe; however, Lutheran missionaries remained. The settlement became the centre of their efforts in evangelising the coastal villages of the region and later those in the mountains of the Huon Peninsula above Finschhafen. They later founded Sattelberg (‘saddle hill’), in the hill country 12 kilometres north-west of Finschhafen, to have easier access to the villages of the mountains.

From World War I, successive Australian administrations developed Finschhafen as a permanent patrol post and later a sub-district headquarters. It retained that status after independence in 1975. Finschhafen and Sattelberg remained important centres for Lutheran mission activity, despite most of the Germans among the Morobe missionaries being interned in Australia as ‘enemy aliens’ for the duration of World War II.27

Salamaua

Salamaua, on a narrow isthmus 38 kilometres south of Lae, developed during the 1920s as the port for the Edie Creek-Wau-Bulolo goldfields. In 1926 the Territory of New Guinea administration moved its district headquarters there from Morobe. After that it developed quickly into a bustling town. As well as the District Office, by the early 1930s Salamaua had a courthouse, post office, customs office, bank, shops, hotel, hospital, school, a ‘Chinatown’ and its own aerodrome.28

Salamaua retained its status as the Morobe District administrative headquarters until the evacuation of civilians from the Territory in early 1942, when the Japanese invasion of mainland New Guinea was imminent. The Japanese took over the town on 8 March 1942, the same day they occupied Lae. Both Lae and Salamaua became major Japanese bases. Salamaua was destroyed by wartime bombing and, unlike Lae, was never rebuilt. Lae replaced Salamaua as the district headquarters. Devoid of buildings, in the post-war decades Salamaua remained merely a picturesque, palm-fringed get-away for boat parties from Lae. By the 21st century holiday houses had sprung up there, to the extent that the isthmus once again resembled a town.29

Wau

Wau developed rapidly after the goldrush to the upper Bulolo River west of Salamaua during the mid-1920s. Two enterprising English prospectors, the legendary William (‘Sharkeye’) Park and Jack Nettleton, had discovered gold at Koranga Creek, a Bulolo tributary, in 1921. Word of their find soon spread. Various hardy prospectors, mainly Australian, followed, making the arduous journey up the Francisco and Bitoi Rivers from Salamaua and across the rugged Kuper Range to the upper Bulolo.30

Under its 1922 Mining Ordinance, the Territory government in Rabaul proclaimed the area as the Morobe Goldfield on 30 June 1924; but by 1926 only about 20 miners were working claims there. The goldrush proper began later that year with the discovery of rich alluvial deposits at Edie Creek in the hills 10 kilometres west of the Bulolo. By November, 219 miners employing 1326 indentured New Guinean labourers were digging and washing for alluvial gold.31

The long trek from Salamaua with a line of New Guinean carriers took most prospectors six to eight days, even though the distance was only 50 kilometres in a direct line. The most common route was the tortuous Gadagadu track, named after a village midway between the coast and the Bulolo valley. Clambering up the track was an ordeal. Some prospectors later claimed that they ‘had to climb 30,000 feet for a net gain of 3500’ as the track led them up and down across dozens of creeks and over the rainforest-clad ridges.32

Inevitably, conflict between the prospecting parties and local village communities ensued. The most notorious was at Kaisenik, a Biangai language-speaking village on the Gadagadu track, after local villagers had killed several labourers in the prospecting parties who had stolen from the food gardens and molested village women. In January 1927 the Mining Warden at Edie Creek, John D. McLean, conducted a punitive expedition against the villages deemed responsible. His raiding party burnt two villages, Lambaura and Kaisenik, and shot and killed at least eight people at Kaisenik. These events caused a furore in the Australian press.33

Clearly, a better means of access to the Morobe Goldfield was urgent. Various road and rail options were considered, but all would have required protracted and prohibitively expensive engineering works. The solution was air transport. The major mining company operating in the Bulolo Valley, Guinea Gold N.L., arranged for airstrips to be laid out simultaneously at Lae and Wau, then imported and assembled at Lae a de Havilland DH37 aircraft. This made its first flight from Lae to Wau on 18 April 1927.34

Wau grew rapidly at the top end of the airstrip as the number of flights increased. It became the mining centre of the Morobe Goldfield while Lae grew as the centre of the aviation services and the base of Guinea Airways, the major air transport company. As more and more people settled at Wau the town came to resemble a thriving Australian mining town rather than a gold rush camp carved from the New Guinea rainforest. By the mid-1930s Wau boasted a public telephone network linking it to Edie Creek and Bulolo, a new town 17 kilometres down the valley. Wau was the headquarters of a separate government sub-district. As well as the sub-district office, mining warden’s office, police station and courthouse, the town had a ‘European’ hospital with resident doctor and nurse as well as a separate ‘native’ hospital, a school (for the European children), two hotels and a licensed club, five general stores run by major trading companies, including Burns Philp and WR Carpenter, two banks, a cinema, Masonic hall, bakery, cordial factory, hairdressers, dressmakers, freezing company, timber mill, sports oval and tennis courts.35

By 1935 the European population at Wau and Edie Creek numbered 670. That same year the European population at Salamaua was 159, with 260 at Bulolo, 98 at Lae and 72 at the Lutheran mission in Finschhafen.36 Wau’s large white population made it the district’s premier town, larger by 14 per cent than the other four towns combined. The New Guinea population was also large, far exceeding that of the ‘expatriates’ or Europeans. The number is uncertain, but more indentured New Guinean labourers lived and worked at Wau than anywhere else in the Territory.37

Bulolo

Bulolo developed during the early 1930s as a company town, the base of one of the major mining companies, Bulolo Gold Dredging Ltd (BGD). BGD was formed in the late 1920s to begin dredging operations in the lower Bulolo Valley. An airfield was constructed at Bulolo in 1930 so that the dredges could be flown up from Lae in sections aboard specially modified Guinea Airways Junkers G31 transport aircraft and then assembled on-site. Dredging operations began in March 1932. The aircraft flew a shuttle service between Lae and Bulolo, with each Junkers making as many as nine flights daily, depending on weather conditions. It was during this airlifting operation that Lae was the world’s busiest airport.38

By 1939 eight dredges were chewing their way through the gravels of the lower Bulolo River. World War II interrupted the dredging, but it resumed after the war and continued until the gold petered out during the early 1960s. By that time a timber industry based on the local forests of klinkii pine (Araucaria hunsteinii) and hoop pine (Araucaria cunninghamii) had been developed as a joint venture between BGD and the Australian Government. A reforestation program and pine plantations ensured a continuing supply for the Bulolo plywood mill. The Bulolo Forestry College was established in 1962 to train the Papua New Guinean specialists required for the industry. In the meantime, Bulolo had developed into the main settlement of the Morobe goldfields, eventually eclipsing Wau. 39

Provincial government

The Morobe Province is essentially a colonial construct, an administrative entity defined by boundaries determined by the German and British colonial authorities occupying eastern New Guinea in 1884. Its geographical features, flora, fauna, linguistic groups and human cultures overlap those of its six neighbouring provinces: Oro, Central and Gulf to the south; Eastern Highlands to the west; Madang to the north; and West New Britain to the east.

Present-day Papua New Guinea is administratively complex. It comprises 20 self-governing provinces plus the National Capital District surrounding Port Moresby and the Autonomous Region of Bougainville. Each of these 22 jurisdictions has its own capital, governor and form of internal government and administration.

Lae is the capital of the Morobe Province. In 2020 its Governor was Ginson Saonu, who had held the position for three years. The term ‘Governor’ replaced the earlier title, ‘Premier’, in 1995.

All 20 provinces are divided into districts, each with its own capital. Every district is represented in the national Parliament of Papua New Guinea. For local government purposes, the districts are further sub-divided into local level government areas. Morobe Province has nine districts and 33 local level government areas. Because many of these were the locale for the wartime events described later in this book, and will accordingly be referred to often, the reader will find the table headed ‘Districts, Capitals and Local Government Areas in Morobe Province’ a helpful point of reference.
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With national, provincial, district and local levels of government, Papua New Guinea might seem over-governed for a nation of nine million people. By contrast, Australia has only three levels of government for a population of 25.5 million.40

If over-government were true for Papua New Guinea generally, it was especially so for the Morobe Province. In 2020 the Morobe population was an estimated 865,000. With 33 local level government areas, on average each area had about 26,210 people. By comparison, that year the 6.5 million people of the Australian state of Victoria were spread across 80 municipalities, with an average of 81,250 each.41

Why are there so many local level government areas for such a relatively small population? The answer lies in the fissiparous nature of Papua New Guinea. The next section explains what that means.

Peoples

The Morobe is the most populous of all Papua New Guinea’s provinces. At the 2011 national census the Morobe population of 674,810 was almost 95,000 greater than the next most populous province,   the   Southern   Highlands.42 By   2020   its   estimated population was 865,000. With an annual increase of 2.8 per cent, that figure seemed likely to pass one million by the end of the decade.43

Lae’s population of 101,000 in 2020 was almost 12 per cent of  the  total  for  the  Province.44 The  city  had  developed  rapidly after the completion of the Highlands Highway   in   1965. The highway, which linked the city to the heavily populated Highlands Region, gave Highlanders easy access to Lae, where opportunities for work, education and excitement were more abundant than at home. In the next five years the city grew by 110 per cent, from a population of about 16,550 to 34,700 over the years 1966–1971.45

Most of the city’s growth was in its indigenous Papua New Guinean population rather than its non-indigenous community of Europeans and Asians. The Papua New Guineans comprised 82 per cent of the 1971 population, up only a percentage point since 1966 but indicative of an increasingly important demographic shift. Lae was no longer the apparently ‘European’ town it had been in earlier decades. The most obvious aspect of the growth was that the city had a disproportionately high male population. In 1971 the 21,541 males comprised 63 per cent of the population.46

High immigration and the imbalance between the sexes became sources of social problems as the city developed further. As Jim Sinclair, a later historian of the city, wrote:

Thousands of young Highlanders began to pour out of their isolated mountain valleys. Like rural youth everywhere, they were attracted by the bright lights. Most of them headed for Lae (as, of course, did many of Morobe District’s young villagers). None had land rights, and so they squatted on traditionally owned land on the town’s outskirts. Uneducated, or at best with a poor primary education, these Highlanders were virtually unemployable. To survive, many began to turn to crime.47

And so were born the raskol gangs of Lae and Port Moresby. A Tok Pisin term derived from English ‘rascal’, it acquired new meaning in Papua New Guinea. It referred to the violent, predatory gangs of mainly young men whose criminal enterprises included theft, house-breaking, home invasion, carjacking, extortion with menaces, robbery under arms, rape and murder.48

A similar and related phenomenon was the emergence of a ‘street kids’ subculture. As in other nations, the ‘street kids’ are the children forced by circumstances to make a living in the towns. Often these are remote from the children’s ancestral villages and natural parents. Highly vulnerable to abuse and exploitation, such children live by their wits, working and surviving as best they can.49

As more immigrants from the Highlands and Lae hinterland arrived, sprawling squatter settlements sprang up wherever land was vacant. By the 21st century, at least 25 of these had mushroomed on the city’s outskirts, many acquiring permanence. They included both ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ settlements, respectively those developed on surveyed and serviced sites and those that grew spontaneously without planning. The former included the large settlements at Haikoast, Tensiti and West Taraka. Among the larger in the latter group are Boundary Road and Bumbu.50

Immigrant settlements like these were a phenomenon of the post-World War II era. They exist side-by-side with the five Lae villages already in place before European settlement in the early 1900s, namely Ahihengali, Butibam, Kamkumung, Wagang and Yanga.

Beyond the towns of the province, the Morobe peoples live predominantly in rural villages and hamlets. The province has had at least 1156 such known settlements. Exactly how many is difficult to determine. Villages periodically relocate or are abandoned for many reasons. These include natural disasters such as earthquakes, tsunamis, volcanic activity, landslides and floods; declining soil fertility; disease; dwindling population; ownership disputes; conflict between neighbours; and the wish to be nearer services and amenities. Government and mission action was also a factor because patrol officers and missionaries sometimes encouraged the inhabitants of dispersed groups to congregate together in larger communities so that visiting them and ministering to them might be easier. The linguist Kenneth A. McElhanon found that after ‘expatriate’, i.e. European, influence declined, such villages tended to ‘split up into loosely associated hamlets’.51 As well as that, a section of a village might move elsewhere to establish a new settlement under another name which may or may not be recorded in government records and on maps.52

McElhanon’s major contribution to understanding the social and cultural complexity of the Morobe has been to identify its languages, of which there are no fewer than 103. That number was 12 per cent of the 839 separate languages of Papua New Guinea, which is the world’s most linguistically diverse nation.53 All the Morobe languages belong to one of two major linguistic groupings found across Papua New Guinea, namely Austronesian and Papuan. Austronesian comprises languages spoken widely in the Pacific Islands, maritime South-East Asia, the Malay Peninsula, Indonesia, the Philippines, Taiwan and also Madagascar.54 Languages in the Papuan group are confined to New Guinea and several nearby archipelagos.55 Austronesian languages tend to be spoken in coastal regions, while Papuan languages are more often spoken inland and in the mountains. Within the Morobe the Austronesian languages fall into four main linguistic families: Adzera, Buang, Hote and Siassi.56 The Papuan languages belong to eight families: Eastern Huon, Western Huon, Erap, Wantoat, Uruwa, Angan, Kunimaipan and Binanderean.57

Most of the languages within these various families are spoken by groups of neighbouring villages. For instance, Bukawa, an Austronesian language of the Huon Gulf sub-group of the Siasi family, is the first language of the five Lae villages. It is also the language of 27 other villages of the Huon Gulf littoral. At the time of McElhanon’s survey in 1984 it was spoken by 9694 people. The language with the greatest number of speakers was Hamtai, a Papuan language of the Angan family. Spoken in 101 villages and hamlets in the mountains west of the lower Markham valley, it had 19,900 speakers in 1984. A few Morobe languages are isolates, spoken in only one village; and others straddled the provincial borders. By the 21st century several had become extinct or were spoken only by a handful of elderly people and were unlikely to survive.58

The many localised indigenous vernacular languages are commonly called Tokples in Papua New Guinea. (From English ‘talk place’, this is a Tok Pisin word meaning ‘the native, first language of the village’.59) Apart from them, four languages have served as Morobe Province lingua franca. Ubiquitous throughout the Morobe is Tok Pisin. From English ‘talk pidgin’, variously called Neo-Melanesian, Melanesian Pidgin and New Guinea Pidgin, Tok Pisin is a creole language that developed during the late 19th and early 20th centuries among indentured labourers who did not otherwise share a common tongue.60 English is also commonly spoken across the province, especially among the younger educated people. In addition to these, many Morobe people have also spoken one of the two languages the Lutheran Mission promoted as lingua franca for evangelical, educational and liturgical purposes: Yabim (also spelt Yabêm and Jabêm) and Kâte (also Kote). The Mission spread Yabim, an Austronesian language from Finschhafen, among the Austronesian-speaking villages.61 Kâte (pronounced ‘cot-ay’), a Papuan language of the mountains inland from Finschhafen, was similarly used in Papuan language communities.62

Many Morobe villagers, like those in other regions and provinces, speak four or five languages. These will include their first language or Tokples; perhaps a neighbouring language; Tok Pisin; a regional lingua franca; and English. The languages commonly used in the five Lae villages, for instance, have included Bukawa (the Tokples), Aribwatsa (the Ahihengali Tokples, also called Ahi and Lae, now extinct there), Yabim, Tok Pisin and English.

The linguistically and culturally complex nature of the many hundreds of village-based Morobe micro-societies provides the answer to the question posed at the end of the previous section. The Morobe has nine districts and 33 local level government areas because through trial and error that arrangement has been devised to make democratic government possible. Without such an arrangement, the centrifugal forces generated by Papua New Guinea’s many thousands of micro-societies would militate against the continuation of the nation state. A potential legion of secessionist movements might otherwise cause it to disintegrate. Management through a four-tier system of government is Papua New Guinea’s own adaptation to the independent nationhood conferred upon it by Australia in 1975.63

Topography

The physical geography of the Morobe Province may be reduced to five main topographic systems, as follows:

a. the long coastal littoral, rarely more than several kilometres wide, extending round the Huon Gulf and along the north coast of the Huon Peninsula;

b. various small off-shore islands and the larger islands of the Siassi group;

c. the broad, flat valley of the Markham River, which diagonally divides the province into two zones – north-east and south-west of the Markham;

d. the high, rugged mountain ranges of the Huon Peninsula, either side of the broad Markham Valley and west of the southern Huon Gulf coast;

e. the generally narrow valleys of numerous fast-flowing rivers that either pour into the sea or become tributaries of other, larger rivers.

At various points the mountains of the hinterland extend to the sea. This is the case for much of the coast south of Lae, which is essentially a drowned littoral, where the land has sunk, creating many bays and inlets. The narrowness of the coastal plain, the many rivers and streams crossing it and the intervening mountains has impeded the development of a coastal road network.64

The off-shore islands comprise mainly those in the south of the Huon Gulf, the Tami Islands south-east of Finschhafen and the Siassi group in the Vitiaz Strait between the Huon Peninsula and New Britain. The largest in the first of these groups is Lasanga, a 450 metre-high forested island about 45 kilometres south-east of Salamaua. The Tami group comprises several low-lying atolls about 15 kilometres south-east of Finschhafen. The Siassi group includes Umboi (also called Rooke), a roughly elliptical-shaped volcanic island 1548 metres high and measuring some 10 kilometres long and about 6 kilometres wide.65

The central dominating feature of the Morobe landscape is the Markham River and its long, wide valley. The river is 180 kilometres long from its sources in the Finisterre and Central Ranges to its mouth on the western side of Lae. Its valley is the main corridor for movement between the coast at Lae and the Highlands region. The Highlands Highway, which runs up the valley from Lae through Kainantu and Goroka to Mount Hagen and beyond, is Papua New Guinea’s longest road. The villages of the valley are heavily populated, as are those among the mountains on either side. Numerous roads and tracks lead into the valley from the mountain villages, most linking up with the highway.66
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The Markham River: a braided stream with many channels and mid-stream mud flats and islands, it can only be navigated by canoes and rafts. Its wide, low-lying valley, which merges into that of the Ramu River in Madang Province, provides the main route from the coast into the Highlands (AWM 072808).

Visitors travelling along the highway for the first time gain the impression that the journey might never end. The hot, flat, arid, savannah-like landscape extends for miles in all directions. The soaring mountain ranges on either side are visible in the distance, but between them and the highway are vast expanses of kunai grass. Kunai (Imperata cylindrica), native to Asia, Melanesia, Africa and Australia, is an invasive species that thrives on low-fertility soils like the sands and gravels of the valley.67 Local villagers periodically burn off the kunai, which can grow up to 3 metres tall and is difficult to walk through because of its razor-sharp edges. After that, the vista is even more barren.

The mountain ranges of the Morobe Province may be conveniently divided into two groups: those of the Huon Peninsula east and north-east of the Markham Valley and those to its west and south-west.

The former group is made up of the chain of mountains forming the high spine of the peninsula. The chain contains four separate ranges that each runs into the next. From the west they are the Finisterres, the Saruwageds, the Cromwells and the Rawlinsons. All are steep, rugged and high, the highest peaks rising over 4000 metres. The tallest is Mount Saruwaged, the summit of which is 4121 metres (13,520 feet) above sea level.68

The latter group consists of a series of ranges which are essentially outliers of the main central cordillera running the entire length of the island of New Guinea. Immediately south-west of the Markham mouth is the Herzog Range, also called the Buangs. Between Salamaua and the Bulolo Valley is the Kuper Range; and the mountains inland of the coast between Salamaua and Morobe are the Bowutu Range. These, too, are high, steep and rugged ranges but not quite as tall as the Saruwageds and Finisterres. Their four highest peaks are between 3278 metres (10,755 feet) and 3686 metres (12,094 feet).69

The many hundreds of Morobe rivers and their steep-sided valleys are an important element of the province’s topography. They are of two main types: the rivers which flow down to the coast; and inland rivers which become tributaries of other larger rivers. All begin in the mountain ranges; all are swift-flowing; and none is navigable by sea-going vessels. Except for villagers’ canoes and rafts along stretches of the Markham, the rivers are too fast-flowing, shallow and hazard-strewn for boating. In their lower reaches, many are fringed by swamps of mangrove (various species) and sago palm (Nypa fruticans).

The major rivers reaching the sea are, from south to north around the coast, the Waria, Francisco, Markham, Bumbu, Busu, Buso, Buhem, Mongi, Bubui, Song, Musaweng, Kwama and Timbe. The inland rivers feeding into the Markham on its south-western side include the Bulolo (a Watut tributary), Snake, Wampit, Watut and Waffa. The northern Markham tributaries include the Erap, Rumu, Leron and the Umi and Wanton (tributaries of each other). Many of the streams rising in the Saruwaged Range feed into the Busu, which enters the sea on Lae’s eastern outskirts. These include the Sanem, Tuembe, Melambi and Sankwep. Most of these rivers have been a challenge for the engineers tasked with road and bridge construction.70

Fording the Morobe rivers is hazardous. Depending on rainfall in their montane headwaters, they quickly become raging torrents, are prone to flash floods and can rise a metre or more within an hour. The treacherous Busu is the most dangerous of all. In its narrow flood plain on Lae’s eastern outskirts the Busu is reputedly Papua New Guinea’s swiftest-flowing river and the world’s seventh fastest.71 As Australian soldiers fording the Busu discovered in September 1943, it flows at a rate of 10 to 12 knots (18.5 to 22.2 kilometres an hour).72

The Morobe rivers are swift because of the steep terrain and heavy rainfall in their headwaters. Except for the savannah-like Markham Valley, most of the Morobe has a wet tropical monsoon climate with high precipitation. The annual average rainfall at Lae, for instance, is 4433 millimetres (174.5 inches) with 246 rainfall days yearly. The corresponding figures for Finschhafen are 3330 millimetres (131.1 inches) and 176 rainfall days; and for Wau they are 2013 millimetres (79.3 inches) and 267 days.73

In 1942–1943 a military formation undertook what was perhaps the most intensive geographical study of Papua New Guinea ever carried out. During those years the Allied Geographical Section of the joint USA and Australian armed forces in the South-West Pacific Area produced a series of ‘Terrain Handbooks’. The handbooks were intended to provide Allied military unit commanders with detailed geographical knowledge about particular regions to be recaptured from the Japanese.

Five of the handbooks dealt with the Morobe. In order, they were: 1) Wau and the Goldfields Area; 2) The Markham River Valley; 3) Salamaua; 4) Lae and the Lower Markham Valley; and 5) Finschhafen. Each handbook contained about 30 pages of text giving detailed descriptions of the coast, anchorages, jetties; data about the towns, villages and populations; roads and tracks; aerodromes and airstrips; the rivers, lakes and swamps; the types and distribution of the vegetation; the mountain ranges; the meteorological conditions; and tables indicating rainfall, temperature, winds, tides and times of rising and setting of the sun and moon. The contents included maps, pictures and aerial panoramic photographs.74 Any unit commander who closely read the handbooks would have been very well briefed on the landscape across which his troops would be operating.


CHAPTER 2

The Japanese Invasion

The Pacific War began on 7 December 1941, when 353 Japanese warplanes from six aircraft carriers attacked the USA naval base at Pearl Harbor near Honolulu, Hawaii.

The surprise bombing raid was highly effective. Of eight US battleships, four were sunk and the others severely damaged. Three cruisers, three destroyers, a training ship and a mine-layer were also damaged or sunk; 188 US aircraft were destroyed, and 2403 American personnel were killed with another 1178 wounded.1

The US, a neutral nation during the previous two years and four months of World War II, declared war on Japan the next day, 8 December. Japan belatedly declared war on the US later that same day. On 11 December, Germany and Italy declared war on the US, which responded by declaring war on them. The US was now in the war and would play a vital role in most of its theatres.

Japan had struck pre-emptively, hoping to prevent the US Pacific Fleet from interrupting its plans for overrunning British, Netherlands, US and Australian colonial possessions in South-East Asia and the Pacific. Within seven hours of the attack on Pearl Harbor, on 8 December, Japan launched invasions of British-held Malaya and Hong Kong and the US-held Philippines. Invasions of US-held Guam and Wake Islands ensued three days later. Attacks on the Netherlands East Indies (later called Indonesia) followed on 17 December. 2

In succeeding weeks, the Japanese forces swept all before them as they advanced south and east. In the Territory of New Guinea, Rabaul on New Britain suffered the first of a series of Japanese aerial attacks on 4 January 1942. Lae, Salamaua and Bulolo were bombed on 21 January. On 22 January, Japanese troops landed at Kavieng on New Ireland, capturing the town that day. They began landing near Rabaul the next day.3

Port Moresby, capital of the Territory of Papua, suffered its first bombing on 3 February 1942.4 Singapore fell to the Japanese on 15 February.5 Darwin in Australia was bombed for the first time on 17 February. Numerous other northern Australian towns and settlements were subsequently bombed.6

The Japanese landed unopposed at Lae on 8 March and took Salamaua the same day despite the presence of troops from the New Guinea Volunteer Rifles (NGVR), an inexperienced militia unit of the Australian Army.7 Morobe, the former district headquarters, was occupied in early April.8 Further occupations were also unopposed: Lorengau on Manus Island the same day that Lae and Salamaua were taken; various places on Bougainville later in March and April; Tulagi in the British Solomon Islands on 2 May.9

The Japanese invasion of Netherlands New Guinea began on 29–30 March.10 On 12 April they occupied Manokwari, the main town on the ‘Bird’s Head’ Peninsula at the north-western end of the island. Hollandia, the capital, on the coast 30 kilometres west of the border with the Australian territory, was taken on 20 April.11 By that time the Japanese effectively controlled the entire northern coast of mainland New Guinea from Morobe in the south-east to Manokwari, 1500 kilometres to the north-west, as well as all the archipelagos to the north.

The control, however, was not complete. In many places in the Territories of Papua and New Guinea, for instance, Australian coastwatchers continued maintaining observation posts from which they reported on nearby Japanese aerial and naval movements and the disposition of troops. The Japanese could never eliminate all of these.12 In the Morobe District in particular Australian Army units remained highly active. From their headquarters in Wau they conducted a guerrilla war against the Japanese and sent various patrols into the Lae hinterland to places nominally superintended by the Japanese.13 In addition, Allied planes continued bombing Rabaul, Lae, Salamaua and other places where the Japanese established bases.

The occupation of Lae and Salamaua

Lae formally became the capital of the Territory of New Guinea on 6 September 1941. That was the date when the Australian government, after much debate, approved the transfer of the capital from Rabaul, which had suffered disastrous volcanic eruptions during May 1937, and again during the first half of 1941. The transfer began during October 1941. The Administrator, Sir Walter Ramsay McNicoll (1877–1947), arrived in Lae and took up duty on 24 November.14

Lae had little time to enjoy its newfound pre-eminence. Within a fortnight the Pacific War had erupted. McNicoll received instructions for all the women and children to be evacuated to Australia. This soon took place in an airlift from Lae to Port Moresby, after which the evacuees were shipped to Queensland. Similar evacuations from the other towns in the Territory followed.15

The Japanese bombed Lae, Salamaua and Bulolo on 21 January, causing extensive damage. Lae received some forewarning when Lloyd Pursehouse, the Assistant District Officer at Finschhafen, radioed to say that a fleet of about 70 Japanese aircraft were on their way.16 That was at 11.50 a.m. Within ten minutes the planes could be seen out over the Huon Gulf. They divided into three columns, one each heading for Lae, Salamaua and Bulolo.17

The attack on Lae began at about 12.05 p.m. as fighter planes flew in low, strafing the buildings; the bombers then followed, dropping their loads. The raid lasted 55 minutes and either flattened or severely damaged nearly every building. There were few casualties, however, because the residents had taken shelter in slit trenches which they had dug previously. After the attack they salvaged what they could, then destroyed the fuel stocks, motor cars and remaining documents before abandoning the town. Some Europeans were able to fly out, but most had to undertake a tough eight days’ walk through the rain to Wau. The local village people temporarily abandoned their villages to retreat into the bush. The indentured labourers had similarly gone into hiding or had started to walk home, some going as far as the Sepik. Those Chinese who had not walked to Wau moved out of town to shelter with the villagers.18

The main aim of the air raids had been to destroy the aviation facilities. The Japanese achieved their objective in each of the towns attacked. The hangars and associated workshops were obliterated. The tally of aircraft destroyed on the ground was seven civilian aircraft at Lae, the three large Guinea Airways tri-motor Junkers G31 transport planes at Bulolo and 11 civilian aircraft and a Hudson bomber at Salamaua. Amazingly, two RAAF Wirraway aircraft from Rabaul suddenly appeared and landed on the Lae aerodrome after the air raid had ended.19 That at least was a good omen for it indicated that the aerodrome could be used until Japanese land forces began arriving.

The officers and men of the NGVR soon began restoring order amidst the chaos. They set up a temporary camp about 6 kilometres up the Markham Valley road from Lae. The town’s civilians and supplies were ferried there later in the afternoon. By evening the town was deserted. In the meantime, the wireless operators of AWA Ltd (an Australian telecommunications firm) had established a wireless link between the camp and Canberra.20

McNicoll instructed the local Assistant District Officer, Edward Taylor, to arrange for the evacuation from Lae, Salamaua and Wau of all men unfit for military service. One party travelled down the coast in small boats and canoes to Papua. Some were flown to Port Moresby. Those in Lae who were fit enough were ferried across the Markham to begin the long trek to Wau via Bulwa and Bulolo.21

McNicoll himself could not leave immediately because he was seriously ill with malaria and pneumonia. By night he slept in the farmhouse of Carl Jacobsen, who ran a poultry farm (ambitiously described as a ‘plantation’) on the Markham Valley road outside Lae. By day McNicoll was carried down to the swampy river flats of the lower Markham, where he sheltered in a hut amidst the rainforest. On 24 January he was flown to Wau, then Port Moresby and Australia. Before departing he entrusted his responsibilities to the senior-ranking military officer in Lae at the time, Captain Edmund W. Jenyns.22 Jenyns, a local plantation owner, had enlisted in the NGVR only four weeks earlier.23

The NGVR itself was a relatively new unit. It had formed in September 1939, after the outbreak of the European war, largely at the insistence of members of the Returned Sailors’ and Soldiers’ Imperial League (RSL) in New Guinea. A militia unit, it was the northernmost extension of Australia’s Citizen Military Force (CMF). Intended as a battalion-sized formation, its strength never reached even half that level. At the outbreak of the Pacific War it had only 12 officers and 284 other ranks. Their average age was 34, at least eight years older than in the four AIF (Australian Imperial Force) battalions sent overseas; and many NGVR soldiers were World War I veterans. They were issued with uniforms, equipment and .303 rifles recycled from that conflict. It was, as James Sinclair, a historian of Lae, observed, ‘a tiny, indeed puny force’.24
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The Salamaua Platoon of the New Guinea Volunteer Rifles on parade at Salamaua, April 1940 (AWM P01283.006).

The NGVR was also thinly spread. According to Ian Downs, the unit historian, in April 1941 the unit comprised a battalion headquarters, a rifle company, a machine gun platoon and a Chinese auxiliary ambulance detachment at Rabaul, with a rifle platoon and regimental aid post section at nearby Kokopo; a rifle company and machine gun company at Wau; a medical detachment at Bulolo; a machine gun platoon at Lae; and rifle platoons at Salamaua and Madang.25 After Rabaul was overrun on 23 February, the NGVR formed the front line of defence against the Japanese advance into mainland New Guinea.

The NGVR Commander was initially Major Charles Ross Field, the Director of Public Works in Rabaul, who had served overseas as a captain in the 1st AIF during World War I. He held the position for less than two years before being discharged in August 1941, when he returned to Australia.26 The command then passed to Major William M. Edwards, a 45-year-old plantation owner with a property 8 kilometres out of Lae on the Markham Valley road. Edwards had served with the 13th Infantry Battalion during World War I. He joined the NGVR in January 1940 as a lieutenant and was quickly promoted to captain and major. Edwards moved the unit headquarters to Bulolo but spent much of his time in Lae, where he also commanded the local NGVR troops. He went on to serve with distinction, finishing the war as a lieutenant colonel with a MBE and two ‘Mentioned in Despatches’.27

Japanese troops arrived in Lae and Salamaua within a fortnight of the fall of Rabaul. On 5 March 1941 an amphibious invasion force of about 3000 soldiers left Rabaul in a convoy of troop transports and covering warships. As the convoy steamed south, Japanese aircraft bombed the aerodromes at Port Moresby, Wau and Bulolo to hamper any Allied aerial counterattack. Lae and Salamaua were the destinations because of their strategically sited aerodromes, which had been used in attacks on Rabaul by Australian aircraft. In addition, both aerodromes were well placed to provide aerial support for the capture of Port Moresby, the next goal in the Japanese advance.28

As the convoy crossed the Huon Gulf on the afternoon of 7 March, a RAAF reconnaissance plane spotted it. This alerted RAAF and RAN headquarters and the US Navy to its approach, enabling them to launch a counterattack over the following days.29 

The Japanese began coming ashore at Lae in heavy rain at 1.00 a.m. on Sunday 8 March. Their landing place was the small bay at the foot of Mount Lunaman a kilometre east of the aerodrome. They also came ashore at Salamaua at much the same time. Both landings were unopposed. Throughout the rest of that day, the transports were unloaded; work began on fortifying the two beachheads; and the aerodromes were prepared for use by aircraft from Rabaul. The only resistance came from a flight of five RAAF Hudson bombers from Port Moresby, which damaged one of the transports. Bad weather prevented Japanese fighter aircraft from Rabaul from countering this action.30

Finschhafen, near the tip of the Huon Peninsula 97 kilometres east of Lae, was occupied unopposed on 10 March. Situated where the Vitiaz Strait to the north-west merged into the Huon Gulf to the south and west, the town was strategically placed to monitor Japanese sea and air traffic between Rabaul and Lae and Salamaua. For that reason, several Australian coastwatchers were retained nearby for as long as possible after the Japanese landings. The Japanese wanted to control the town to protect the eastern approach to Lae, which they intended developing as a major air base.31

After the Japanese landings, the NGVR units retreated into the jungle behind Lae and Salamaua. They remained near the two towns, observing Japanese movements from observation posts in the Atzera Range overlooking Lae and in the hills behind Salamaua, keeping in contact with their headquarters at Wau.32

The Japanese might have thought their beachheads were secure, but a determined Allied retaliation followed within two days. On the morning of 10 March – the same day Japanese ground troops occupied Finschhafen – a strong force of 104 aircraft from the US Navy’s aircraft carriers Lexington and Yorktown in the Gulf of Papua attacked the Japanese convoy, which was still in the Huon Gulf. The attack took the Japanese by surprise. Their ships were strafed, bombed and torpedoed; four were sunk and another seven probably irreparably damaged. Only one of the US aircraft was lost, shot down by a Japanese shore battery at Lae, which US fighter planes quickly put out of action. Japanese fighters from Rabaul eventually arrived, but by then the show was over and the US aircraft were on their way back to Papuan waters.33

The raid was one of the first setbacks the Japanese had suffered in their seemingly inexorable advance across the south-west Pacific. For the Allies it was a great morale booster. The US President, F.D. Roosevelt, sent the British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, a message saying the raid had been ‘the most cheerful thing that [has] happened in the Pacific so far’.34

The ‘Lexington and Yorktown’ raid had wider ramifications than momentarily lifting the spirits of the Allied leaders. One historian later wrote that ‘the raid produced deep alarm in Tokyo, especially at Navy General Headquarters, where it was becoming apparent that the carriers of the US Pacific Fleet could punch holes in Japan’s eastern and southern defensive perimeter at will and with impunity’.35

That realisation persuaded Imperial General Headquarters that Japan’s urgent priority in the Pacific War must be to isolate Australia, cutting its lines of communication with the US by capturing Port Moresby and Tulagi in the British Solomon Islands as quickly as possible. These plans were already in train, but the need to replace the ships sunk during the Lae-Salamaua raid caused their postponement for a month.36

The delay bought the Allies valuable time, enabling them to prepare for the looming naval and aerial confrontation which became known as the Battle of the Coral Sea and the subsequent successful US campaign to capture Guadalcanal in the Solomons. The fighting on Guadalcanal caused the Japanese to divert troops and resources that might otherwise have been used to support their advance towards Port Moresby along the Kokoda Track and their landing at Milne Bay in Papua. Their eventual defeat in those two ventures enabled the Allies to push them back to their beachheads at Gona, Buna and Sanananda on the north Papuan coast, thus beginning the long process of ejecting them from the New Guinea mainland.37

For the time being, however, the Japanese held both Lae and Salamaua; and they would occupy both towns for the next 18 months.

The battles of the Coral Sea and Midway

On 29 April 1942 the Japanese military commander in Rabaul, Major General Tomitaro Horii, gave orders for the capture of Port Moresby. Port Moresby would be the pivot in Japanese strategy to safeguard their Pacific gains by taking New Caledonia, Fiji and Samoa as well as the Midway Atoll and the Aleutian Islands in the North Pacific.38

Commanded by Horii, a Japanese invasion force left Rabaul on 4 May. It comprised an aircraft carrier, six cruisers and submarines supported by a striking fleet of two carriers and a cruiser and destroyer from the Japanese naval base at Truk Atoll. Admiral Shigeyoshi Inoue had overall command of this armada. The task of the striking fleet was to destroy any Allied ships and planes that might attack the convoy and also to raid Townsville in northern Queensland to enable the Port Moresby landings to proceed unimpeded.39

By 6 May this convoy was approaching the Louisiade Islands east of the ‘tail’ of Papua. It was then attacked by an Allied fleet under the command of Rear Admiral Frank J. Fletcher of the US Navy, which was cruising in the Coral Sea north-east of Queensland and east of Papua. Fletcher had two carriers (the Yorktown and Lexington), eight cruisers (including HMAS Australia and Hobart), 11 destroyers and two oilers. Fletcher had the advantage of intercepted wireless messages that allowed him to track the Japanese fleet.40

The two opposed fleets fought each other on 7–8 May 1942 in an engagement remembered as the Battle of the Coral Sea. It was unusual in being the first naval battle in which rival fleets neither came within sight of nor fired directly at each other. The fighting was done instead by aircraft from the carriers as well as Japanese planes from Rabaul and Allied aircraft from bases in northern Queensland. Japanese losses included a carrier, severe damage to another carrier and most of the aircraft from the third carrier; in addition, a destroyer and three minesweepers were sunk; up to 97 aircraft were destroyed and 966 men were killed. Allied losses were also heavy: the Lexington, a destroyer and an oiler were sunk and the Yorktown was damaged; 69 aircraft were lost and 659 men were killed.41

The Allies considered this outcome as a technical and moral victory because Inoue broke off the engagement and ordered the Japanese fleet back to Rabaul. Despite that, the Japanese claimed a victory. The Japanese Foreign Office opined that it represented ‘another emphatic step in the inevitable march of the Japanese Empire towards destruction of the old order and the building of a new and better world order’.42 By contrast, the Allied perspective was summed up by a later historian who wrote that the battle ‘was one of the decisive strategic victories of 1942 which ultimately led to the total defeat of Japan’.43

The strategic value of the battle was confirmed a month later, 4–7 June 1942, when the US and Japanese navies engaged each other a second time. This was the Battle of Midway, fought near Midway Atoll in the mid-North Pacific, about 3270 kilometres north-west of Honolulu. The outcome this time was a decisive US victory. The Japanese lost all four of their carriers, a cruiser, a destroyer, 248 aircraft and 3057 men killed. US losses were a carrier (the Yorktown), a destroyer, 150 aircraft and 307 men killed.44

The naval defeat at Midway prompted an immediate change in Japanese war policy. Japan abandoned offensive naval operations. The plans for conquering Fiji, New Caledonia and Samoa were cancelled.45 An official Australian war historian, Dudley McCarthy, later wrote that Midway had ‘restored the balance of naval power in the Pacific and ended the Allied defensive period at sea’.46

The battle along the Kokoda Track

Frustrated in their efforts at taking Port Moresby from the sea, the Japanese now attempted a landward approach. They began disembarking troops on the north Papuan coast on 21 July 1942 and quickly overran the main settlements there, Gona (an Anglican mission station) and Buna (the administrative headquarters of the Northern District). As they took control of the hinterland, they butchered any Europeans they found, mainly missionaries who had stayed at their posts and small parties of isolated troops. Their atrocities demonstrated to the Papuan village communities that resistance would meet with severe retribution; but the outrages also firmed the resolve of Australian troops to resist the invasion.

Spreading out from Gona and Buna, the Japanese moved rapidly inland and on 29 July took Kokoda, a government patrol post in the Owen Stanley Range 75 kilometres from Buna. Kokoda, roughly midway across the Papuan Peninsula, was vital to their campaign. It had an airstrip which must be denied to the Allies; and that was where the track south across the central cordillera began.

In their geographical ignorance, the Japanese thought a road ran across the island to Port Moresby. In fact, the ‘road’ was a little-used, narrow walking track which was impassable for motor transport. It crossed steep, rugged, jungle-clad mountains: the Owen Stanleys consist of a series of precipitous razor-back ridges with peaks over 11,000 feet (3353 metres) and deep valleys between. The climate is typically wet tropical, with annual rainfalls along much of the track averaging a huge 15,000 millimetres (590.6 inches). The rivers, fast mountain streams, swiftly become raging torrents after rain.47

Opposing the Japanese was the 39th Battalion, an untried militia unit, and the Papuan Infantry Battalion, a unit of indigenous Papuans led by Australian officers and intended for reconnaissance rather than combat. The Japanese build-up continued. By 21 August, Major General Horii had 13,500 troops at his disposal.48

The ensuing campaign entailed a series of bloody conflicts as the Japanese pushed the Australian forces back along the Kokoda Track through the mountains towards Port Moresby. The campaign has passed into Australia’s mythology as one of the nation’s great historical defining events. The online encyclopaedia of the Australian War Memorial has called it ‘arguably Australia’s most significant campaign of the Second World War’.49 Scarcely a year goes by without a new book about it being published. ‘Kokoda’, like ‘Gallipoli’ and ‘Tobruk’, has become a term in Australians’ folklore that signifies the fierce fighting spirit of their infantryman.
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A photograph by Damien Parer, a renowned war photographer, of soldiers of the 39th Australian Infantry Battalion moving along the Kokoda Track near Isurava, September 1942. It was this battalion which had earlier defended Kokoda during the Japanese advance in late July (AWM 013288).

Lacking air support, the inexperienced Australian battalions could do little to halt the Japanese advance. They nevertheless fought a dogged retreat south along the track. Reinforced by battalions of the 21st Brigade, veterans of 7th Division’s campaign in Syria, the combined Australian units became known as Maroubra Force. Even with fresh infusions of seasoned 7th Division troops, this force was driven further back. By 16 September the Australians had withdrawn to Imita Ridge, almost within sight of Port Moresby, barely 50 kilometres away.50

At that point, however, the Japanese tide turned. Overextended, short of supplies and increasingly disease-racked, the Japanese began a long retreat to the north coast after reaching Ioribaiwa Ridge, 6 kilometres north-east and back along the track from Imita Ridge. Pursued by an increasingly confident Maroubra Force, they made a fighting retreat, like the Australians had done earlier. The Australians retook Kokoda on 2 November. By the end of the month the Japanese had withdrawn to Gona, Sanananda and Buna; and the Allies were ready to begin a demanding campaign to eject them from Papua.51
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