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Praise for ‘The Sherrin’


‘Effectively evokes and exploits the troubling tensions of the time ... a revelation and a comment on times, events and attitudes of a past still with us ... entertaining, intellectually engaging and visually attractive.’


–The late Prof. Hank Nelson, historian of Australia and the Pacific War


‘A tightly woven and engaging story with compelling characters, vivid backdrop and setting and a careful eye to the history of the time … the portrayal of the Australian soldier is superb.”


–Catherine McCullagh, historical novelist, author Power and Obsession


A romp through Australia’s military history seen through the eyes of Peter Stanley’s alter-ego, on the fictitious island of New Aachen). As he says, The Sherrin is my love letter to that vanished Australia, a people with fine qualities (and some we now regard as flaws, a society which was vanishing even as I first became aware of it). Not to be missed.


–The late Tim Bowden, AM


‘Peter Stanley is one of Australia’s greatest military historians and an accomplished novelist. In The Sherrin he has produced one of the best works of historical fiction about Australian soldiers in World War II. He has not shied away from the dark side of their story, but this is also a moving and uplifting tribute to a fast-disappearing generation.’


–Dr Mark Johnston, author of An Australian Band of Brothers and Derrick VC in His Own Words


‘A superb tale that captures experiences that are too often missing from historical accounts. Stanley poignantly captures the spirit of the time and the Diggers who fought gallantly until the end of war in the Pacific.’


–Dr James Morrison, author of a forthcoming authoritative book on the Militia in the Second World War



Dedication



In memory of Prof. Hank Nelson, who did most to teach me about Old Australia and the men of 1945.
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Entry from the BigSky Companion to Australian Military History


New Aachen


From November 1944 to the war’s end a small Australian force conducted a campaign to suppress Japanese defenders on the island of New Aachen, on the Equator north of Australian New Guinea. A force mainly comprising an AIF battalion and a Militia battalion relieved the American regiment which had landed on the island in April 1944. From November 1944, under the aggressive Brigadier Harry Crowther, the Australians advanced against the island’s 2500-strong garrison in its rugged interior. About 75 Australians and more than half the Japanese died in the campaign. Summarised briefly in Gareth Lang’s official history, The Last Battles and several unit histories, the New Aachen campaign awaits substantial research.
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Mr Alan Wachter


20 Bates Street


Dickson ACT 2602


19 June 1995


Dear Mr Wachter


Invitation to join ‘War in the Islands’ Pilgrimage


On behalf of the Minister for Veterans’ Affairs, I would like to formally invite you to participate in the forthcoming ‘War in the Islands’ Pilgrimage, a significant part of the official ‘Australia Remembers’ program.


As a senior member of the 1939-45 Official History team and one of its unfortunately few surviving members, the Minister would be delighted if you were to consent to be his guest on the Pilgrimage. A select group of Veterans of the Pacific War will travel for ten days at the expense of the Department on the ‘War in the Islands’ pilgrimage. The group will travel by chartered aircraft to Papua New Guinea, Bougainville, New Britain and New Aachen. An historian will accompany the party to conduct interviews on the site of several of Australia’s most significant actions of 1945.


The Minister, who recalls meeting you in Canberra last year, asked to be remembered to you and expressed the hope that you would be able to accept the invitation.


Please feel free to telephone the DVA ‘Australia Remembers’ team at the number at the bottom of this letter should you have any questions or concerns.


I look forward to hearing from you


Yours sincerely ...




6 MAY 1945
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Strip-sitting





All over the South-West Pacific there were blokes strip-sitting, including me. At least, that’s what they called it: I was in the Jap war so briefly that a lot of what I came to know about it I learned from the records I read and the interviews I noted in the months and years that followed. But that’s what we were doing: stripsitting. Squatting in the shadow of the wings of Dakotas and Liberators, Lodestars and Austers, we each held a flimsy piece of mimeographed paper, a movement warrant. Each bore a priority stamp and the men holding them looked confident, hopeful or despairing accordingly. Senior officers with high priorities rarely waited, of course, briskly striding away from jeeps to board planes standing at dispersals with engines running, shepherded by lieutenants clutching clip-boards. But senior officers were few. Most travellers spent hours or even days hanging around movement control huts, strip-sitting.


From the Vogelkop at New Guinea’s western extremity to Milne Bay on its eastern tip, at Port Moresby, Lae, Dobodura, Kaiapit, Finschhafen, and Madang, hundreds of men sat like me, waiting in order of their warrants for the planes that would carry them to the next strip, perhaps to wait all over again. Some of these men were American, though not so many now that MacArthur had advanced far to the north and made good his promise to return to the Philippines. Most were Australians, all in jungle green, identical except for discreet badges of rank on shoulder or arm and unit colour patches on their broad-brimmed slouch hats, all carrying or lying on their valises or kit-bags. All strip-sitting.


I’d been sweating in my nearly-new jungle-greens for an hour when I strolled away from the shade of a Boston bomber toward the Movement Control Officer.


“Any chance of a brew, lieutenant? I reckon it’s morning tea time.”


“You call me ‘sir’, private. What do you call your own officers?”


“Excuse me, lieutenant,” I explained patiently. “I’m not a private, and haven’t been since Easter 1941. Now, any chance of a cuppa?”


Disconcerted, the lieutenant became officious.


“The YMCA bloke usually drops by around lunchtime. Are you, er – ” He consulted a clipboard – “Wachter, D., you want to get to New Aachen?”


“That’s right”.


“Your priority’s pretty high. You the Official Historian?” He seemed to notice my shoulder flashes. Curious that a uniformed civilian should be travelling on such a high priority, his nettled pride prevented him from enquiring further.


“Well, his off-sider, any rate. I see you’ve got a brew going, lieutenant ...”


“If we let every blow-in get into our tea we’d have none left for ourselves.”


“Fair enough. Still, you know you’ve always got customers. If you indented for some extra tea and sugar – ”


“You’ll have to wait ‘til the Y bloke arrives, Mr Wachter.”


I abandoned the effort. I was an old enough soldier to know when to press it. Besides, I reasoned, before too long the officer would either push off or be joined by the inevitable sergeant, and I’d have another go.


I turned around to walk slowly back to the shade of the Boston, taking in the unfamiliar scene. Wajee strip was clad in scratched green-painted steel matting covering red soil. Weeds and shoots grew through the circular holes in the matting nurtured by the daily rain but kept down by the traffic. Wajee had been captured a year before. It was the home for the bombers employed against the Japs at large in the Torricelli Ranges to the south, and to the Dakota transports that made the war in the South-West Pacific possible. Around the fringe of the strip, several hundred yards distant, beyond scattered tents and a few light ack-ack gun positions, were banks of tall grass. What had they called it? Karri? Kauri? Kunai! Funny - I’d expected to see jungle everywhere.


Another strip-sitter, a corporal lying smoking on a blanket, threw aside a newspaper and cocked an eye at me.


“How’d you go, sport?”


“No luck. The Movement bloke says that a Salvo’ll be along in an hour or so.”


“Thank God for the Salvos.”


“Been here long?”


“Since yesterdee. I cracked a bed in the transit camp, but the food was piss-poor.”


“And no tea on the strip.”


“Wouldn’t it root ya?”


“Yeah, wouldn’t it.”


I’d had had hundreds of similar conversations over the four years since I’d enlisted on a bright June day in 1940. Friendship – or at least conversation – came easily in the army. I’d chatted in mess lines in camps, at the rails of troopships and on railway platforms. I never knew the names of most of these acquaintances. That was the way of the army. If I thought of them at all, I would remember them as ‘the gunner bloke at Gaza’ or ‘that little red-haired sig at Albury’. Only if the encounter was likely to be protracted – because the army buggered them about – did men exchange names, and still less often did they have cause to record or remember them.


“What’s your priority?”, I asked the corporal.


“About as low as you can get and not have to walk.”


The corporal waved a grimy light blue army form.


“Going far?” I asked him.


“Yeah, but in the wrong bloody direction. I was convalescent in Brisbane. Got dysentery bad on the Tableland. Beauty, I thought, I’ll miss this show. No bloody luck. Got given a movement order and packet of Arnott’s and five bloody days later I’m still in bloody New Guinea.”


“Been here before?”


“In the Sattelberg show. Got knocked there. Not bad enough to get a homer, but. Now I’m in a bloody signals push.”


In the humidity conversation was desultory. We knew that neither of us would be going anywhere in a hurry and chatting need not be rushed.


“Looks like the war’s over, eh?” He motioned at the discarded paper, with its headline, “NAZIS ON THE ROPES – RED ARMY IN BERLIN BATTLE”.


“Let’s hope that Tojo sees the writing’s on the wall.”


“Yeah, It’s still a long way to Tokyo, but.”


We sat silently for a moment as the soldier slowly rolled a smoke.


“How was Sattelberg then?” I asked.


“Bastard hill. Took us two months to get up the top and then another three to get down the other side. Heard of Wareo?”


“Vaguely.”


“Yeah, well that was where I got knocked.”


“And now you’re back into it?”


“Yeah, well, you got to be in it, haven’t you?” He didn’t sound enthusiastic.


“What’d you do?”


“I was just a poor bloody infantryman. He named what the papers called ‘a well known Australian battalion’.


“I remember them from Tobruk.”


“‘Zat right? I joined after the Jap war started. You a Nine Divvy man?”


“Was. I’m out of it now”


“Good on ya, then,” he said ambiguously.


We paused. I suppose that he too had met many men in the course of travelling from his native Queensland to New Guinea and back. He had learned the folly of too rapid or close an acquaintance on the road. Perhaps he’d been bitten by the same mongrel who stiffed me for a fiver at Tewfik.


“Where ya goin’?”


“New Aachen.”


“Newarken – me too.”


“Could be there today.”


“Yeah, it’s supposed to be about two hours by Dakota. If any bloody plane ever shows up. Your mob up there, is it?”


“No, I’m more or less on my own. My boss is on another


plane – he’s going ahead through Lae.”


“Higher priority?”


“Yeah. Higher priority.”


“Hush, hush, is it?”


“Well, not exactly...” Like the lieutenant, the corporal had not noticed the flashes on my shoulder, reading, ‘Official History’.


“I’m with the Mr Lang. He’s the official historian. I’m his clerk.”


“You’re writing for the papers?”


“For the official history. At least, my boss will be. I just take the notes, type the letters and make the tea.”


“Official history? Oh, like Mr Bean’s, eh?”


“Well, maybe. We’ll see, I suppose.”


I suppose like me he had grown up with copies of Charles Bean’s official history of the war our parents called ‘The War’ sitting on a shelf in the parlour. My uncle had died at Messines in 1917 and was mentioned in a footnote. The volume fell open on that page when it was taken down to show to visitors. “Better than a medal, that,” my father had said, proudly. “Better still if he’d come home,” said my aunt.


“So why ya goin’ to Newarken?”


“My boss has to interview the heads there. Then we’re off to New Britain and Bougainville, and back here to look over Wewak.”


“You goin’ to have a word with General Wilde?”


“Could do. I don’t know who Mr Lang’ll be seeing. Why?”


“You could ask him to get his MCOs to pull their finger out over the refreshment facilities.”


“I’ll make sure to mention it if I see him.”


We turned to read our share of the paper. Suddenly, without preliminary or cause, the Queenslander put down his sheet and said,


“Tell you the truth, I don’t care if the bloody plane never comes.”


“Why’s that?”


“I reckon I’ve had enough.” He hesitated. “When they sent me south an’ I realised that I wouldn’t go away with my mob, I was glad.”


“Yeah, I know that feeling?”


“What, you a Tobruk an’ Alamein man?”


“Um ... When I was classified B2 from the knock I got at Alamein, I knew that I wouldn’t have to go back. I wasn’t sorry. Mind you ...”


“You’d done your bit, but.”


“That’s right. Just like you did up at Sattelberg. You’re not the first bloke to not want to go back. Anyway, you are going back.”


“Signals, but. Not a fightin’ unit. I’ll be reading the brig’s mail with Force Sigs.”


“You think the Japs care what patch is on your hat band? No, mate, you’ll be right.”


“You reckon? The other blokes were takin’ the mick when I was being put in the ambulance. Saying that I was windy if I didn’t come back.”


“They were having you on. They just wished they were dipping out on the next show.”


The Queenslander grunted and drew on his dog end. I noticed a vehicle bumping over the matting toward us.


“Hello,” I said, glad of the interruption, “here’s the Y bloke with the tea.”


“Yeah, and the MCO. He’s probably goin’ to offer you a cream biscuit.”


A battered utility truck bumped over the rough track running beside the strip toward the Movement Control shack. On its side it bore the familiar red triangle of the YMCA and, in faded white letters, “COMFORTS”. The driver pulled up and stepped out.


“Anyone fancy a brew?” he asked, opening the car’s rear doors to reveal an urn strapped to a frame. “Not many customers today,” he said, conversationally.


“Good oh,” said the Queenslander cheerfully, reaching for a tin mug hanging from a strap on his pack.


I took one from my haversack – a brand new white enamel one, provided as a favour by a chap in the Vic Barracks Q Store. Just as I was about to hold it out we all became aware of the sound of an approaching plane. As the Y bloke readied his urn the Queenslander and I turned to watch the approaching aircraft. A dark green, twin-engined transport came toward Wajee’s main strip, undercarriage down, evidently making its landing run.


“Yank Dakota,” said the Y bloke, wrestling with a tin of bush biscuits. “Probably the milk run from Lae and Madang. It’ll go on to New Aachen.”


“You might get out on this one, sport,” said the Queenslander.


The sound of the Dakota’s labouring engines increased. The Y bloke offered me the tin but stood listening, his hand unmoving on the urn’s tap.


“He’s in trouble,” he said quietly.


The Dakota seemed to be coming in fast and high – too fast and too high. A man ran from the rickety control tower and across the runway, shouting and leaping into a jeep. A knot of air force officers, hearing the plane in difficulty, stood, hands on hips tensely watching it approach. The Dakota flashed past them, the roar rising to a painful crescendo. I glimpsed a white face peering through one of its perspex windows. Before anyone could do more the Dakota dropped onto the strip, careered off onto the red soil shoulder and, as one wheel collapsed, slewed around. Still spinning, it hit a parked fuel bowser. Both exploded with a louder bang than I’d heard since 1942.


We all ducked as a few hundred yards away an orange-red fireball rose above a pall of black smoke. All along the runway men emerged from sheds, tents and vehicles to gape at the inferno. Jeeps, lorries and an ambulance bounced along the strip toward the fire, men following, running toward the blazing wreck.


“Jesus! D’anyone get out?” asked the Queenslander. “Wanna go have a squiz?” He had the look of an ambulance-chaser. I recalled it from my days on the Herald, the eager smile, the craning neck. A drowning, a car smash, an air accident: it was all the same.


“I don’t reckon,” I said. “We’d better stay here, We’d only get in the way.”


“Yeah.”


“I’d better get over there,” said the Y bloke, avoiding our glance, eyes shining. “Could be some fellows in shock. Could do with a cup of hot, sweet tea.”


“Don’t forget your biscuits,” I said.


* * *


The wreckage of the Dakota and the bowser burned for a further hour. The crash truck’s meagre supply of water was soon exhausted: not that a dozen water tankers could have done any good. The crowd of airmen and soldiers hung about, glumly staring into the flames, commenting on the spectacle with muted fascination. Eventually a jeep-load of RAAF airfield guards arrived to hustle them away, but a diminishing ring of hangers-on remained, sitting on lorry bonnets a few hundred yards away to see out the event to the end. After a further twenty minutes the controllers opened the runway again, and the arrival of half-a-dozen Beaufort bombers diverted the rubber-neckers. As they taxied toward the matting dispersal bays their crews looked apprehensively at the smoking Dakota, reminded of a fate that might yet be theirs.


The Queenslander and I returned to our spot in the shade and waited out the rest of the morning. For a while we chatted. The Queenslander mostly dozed. I pulled out a pad to write home but spent many minutes following the arrival of successive aircraft, from the moment they became a droning blur to the moment their pilots cut their engines. At last, as the spectators drifted off for a Sunday lunch, the Movement Control Officer came back.


“G’day, Sir,” said the Queenslander, “thought you’d forgot about us in the excitement.”


The MCO ignored him but turned to me. “You’re in luck, Mr Wachter.” Wiping the sweat from his neck with a khaki handkerchief, he nodded at another large green-painted twin-engined aircraft bumping over the matting toward us. Fifty yards away it stopped, the propellers still turning. Air force mechanics walked slowly out to attend to it.


I saw a group of eight or nine men standing about the Dakota’s open door, smoking, stretching and chatting, glancing curiously at the smoldering wreckage of the earlier Dakota. One, a portly, middle-aged man, lost his hat to the backwash of the plane’s engines. He ran ineffectually after it until a passing grader flattened it into the red mud of the strip. Shrugging, he walked back to the group. The Y bloke in his utility was driving slowly toward them, a cup of char and a bush biscuit his unique contribution to the war effort.


“You would’ve gone out on that Dak that crashed”, said the Movement Control Officer. “Poor bastards.”


“How many in it?”


“Crew of three and we think four chaps who’d hitched from Madang. And an erk in the bowser.”


“Least they went quickly,” the Queenslander put in.


“Let’s hope so, Private.”


“So how am I lucky?” I asked, “except that it crashed on landing and not on take-off?”


“Well, the milk-run to Wilhelmshafen only comes through three times a week, so ordinarily you’d have waited ‘til Wednesday. But this Dak here’s on the way to New Aachen too, via Nederlandia. You can get a seat on it.”


I reached for my valise. “Thanks.”


“Have a good trip,” said the MCO.


“Looks like I’ll miss dinner here, then,” I said to the Queenslander. I put out my hand.


“Never mind, mate,” said the Queenslander, “at least you’ve got your ticket. Looks like it’s the bloody ORs transit camp for me tonight.”


“I’ll see you, then.”


“Hoo roo. Reckon I’ll be here when you get back.”


* * *


Wajee Jump





I eased into the rear-most bucket-seat of the Dakota, one opposite the plane’s big rear cargo door. I found myself the last passenger to arrive, the others – all, it seemed, officers – occupying the twenty identical seats along each side of the fuselage. Glancing up, I caught the eye of the passenger opposite, a medical captain, and nodded. The captain nodded in reply. A red-faced man sitting next to the captain – the one who’d lost his hat – mopped the sweat off his brow with a large khaki handkerchief, reached into his haversack, pulled out a pad and pencil and began doodling.


I looked toward the plane’s cockpit, where I could see the pilot and his crew flicking switches. I was startled to see what looked a lot like a Jap, dressed in light tan shirt and trousers.


Ducking his head, a RAAF sergeant clambered over the bags and boxes cluttering the isle.


“Right, then, chaps, all set. Off to New Aachen. Anyone wants spew bags? We’re kicking with the wind, so we should miss the afternoon weather if we get cracking.”


He turned to me.


“You ‘right with the straps?”


I nodded. I’d flown only three times before – Sydney to Townsville, Townsville to Moresby and Moresby to Wajee – but I’d learned how to buckle myself in.


“Gentlemen!” called the sergeant. “Afternoon. We’ll be taking off in about five minutes.”


“Hurry and wait,” murmured a sceptical young flight lieutenant two seats down from Wachter. “We spent two hours on the strip at Lae.”


“It’s just under two hundred miles, so we’ll miss the afternoon shower. With luck.”


We sat for a time in silence, conscious of the heat radiating from the Dakota’s dull metal skin. I glanced surreptitiously at the Jap, eager to know who he was and why he had boarded a Dakota for Nederlandia, restrained by the vestiges of civilian politeness. Halfhearted waiting-room conversation began. I heard snatches of introductions:


“So the Jew-boy says, ‘Oy, Mutter’” ... “going on to the Philippines...” ... “Got some grouse shots ...” “Charley Krause, ANGAU” ... “Airfield Construction, back from hospital in Lae”. The doodler continued to work busily across his pad. A provost major sitting dourly with folded arms, growled discouragingly “Morotai. On a case.” A lieutenant checked the clips on a large metal trunk, stencilled "ATIS", one of the hundreds of abbreviations needed to fight a modern war.


A third of the passengers were Americans, air force officers and soldiers, clad in their neat tan chinos, looking pressed and ironed next to the Australians in our rumpled green.


I leaned toward my neighbour, the air force construction engineer returning from hospital. “Who’s the Jap – a prisoner?”


“Nah, he got on a Lae. He’s a Yank, a Nisei, they call ‘em. He’s a translator.”


“So he’s on our side, then. Is he on his own? He wouldn’t last five minutes around here without a keeper.”


“Turns you up, doesn’t it? That bloke with the big crate’s his chum. Reckon he’d have a tough job.”


The medical captain opposite leaned over to me.


“G’day. Long wait?”


“Only since this morning. But I was with a bloke who reckoned he’d seen Burke and Wills pass this way.”


“What takes you to Nederlandia?” I asked the captain.


“I’m going on to New Aachen, on business,” he smiled. “I’m one of the consultant psychiatrists at First Army, having a look at some patients there.”


“Rough, is it?”


“Well, it depends what you call rough. There’s a couple of battalions there. Where’ve you been?”


“Melbourne. I’ve been in hospital or behind a desk since Alamein,” I explained. I didn’t go into the details.


“Well, don’t expect it to be the same here.”


“How’s that?”


“Look around. It’s not the Botanic Gardens.”


He seemed about to expand on his sarcasm, but was interrupted by the clanging of the Dakota’s door swinging open and the spluttering from its engines.


“Hello, we’re away.”


As the spluttering became a coughing roar the air force sergeant heaved the mail bags out of the doorway and closed and locked the plane’s big double doors. He lifted one of the bags and a brown paper-wrapped parcel rolled out of one. I stopped it with my foot and made to pick it up. It looked like a coconut. The sergeant reached out and put it back it. Why would anyone send a coconut to a tropical island? I would have asked but the engines’ din forbade ordinary speech. Wedging the mail bags between a couple of medical panniers, he quickly strode toward the cockpit, calling out as he went.


“Hang on, gentlemen, we’re going for the Wajee Jump!”


The Dakota began lumbering along the strip. Fully laden, it seemed at first sluggish, gradually gathering speed. I turned to look out of the small, fogged perspex windows, saw the red earth beside the strip and the rusty matting moving past in a blur. The Japanese had carelessly built Wajee strip across two small hummocks.


The small but noticeable summit of the further hummock lay just short of the point in the strip that a Dakota would ordinarily take off. Some pilots would accelerate more vigorously than usual in the hope of rising from the summit. Most came down with a bump on the far side before finally lifting off a couple of hundred yards further on. Rarely, pilots succeeded in taking off from the hummock, but their success encouraged many more to attempt the feat. The Wajee Jump became legendary across the South-West Pacific, with the height of the bump famous among air crew who had never been near the place.


After a sudden, stomach-churning bump the Dakota reared into the air and laboured up, climbing slowly. Still fascinated by the novelty of flight, I looked down curiously on the camps and dumps scattered along the coast, the red earth covered by a beard of fresh greenery, with trucks and jeeps moving along raw dirt roads. As we passed over Wajee Harbour I saw a big landing ship slowly shepherded into the anchorage by a couple of launches, leaving stark white wakes on the bright emerald blue water. Suddenly, the pilot banked to port and headed west, still climbing, over the Pacific Ocean.


The engines’ noise made conversation difficult. I fished out my paperback novel. Shifting my weight in the hard, narrow seat, I recalled the discomfort of the long journey north and thought gratefully that this leg would last only a couple of hours. Feeling the chill as the Dakota climbed, I pulled on a jumper and settled down to read. I felt rather than saw the man with the pad regarding me intently. Suddenly looking up, I saw the man smile broadly and wave his hand downwards. I frowned, to indicate puzzlement rather than objection. The man leaned forward, twisting his body to reveal his shoulder straps and pointed to the words ‘War Artist’. I nodded and smiled exaggeratedly, in the absence of sound treating the artist as if he were a dull, deaf mute.


“May I draw you?” he mouthed, holding up his pencil.


I nodded, shrugging as if to ask what I should do. The artist opened his palms like a book, indicating that I should continue to read. I self-consciously resumed the pose and read, resisting the urge to look at the artist busily sketching, or at the medical captain’s supercilious smile.


After half an hour the air force sergeant emerged from the cockpit with an armful of wrapped sandwiches and a big thermos.


“Coffee?” the sergeant mouthed as he handed me a sandwich and a slice. I nodded, guiltily glancing at the artist, imagining that I had spoiled the pose, only to see him munching on his own snack.


The sergeant leaned close to my ear and shouted, “Get yourself in the papers, eh?”, nodding at the artist, who again smiled benignly and raised his enamel mug in greeting.


With the snack eaten, the Dakota’s passengers again settled down to read or doze. The artist, perhaps unable to draw in the cold, un-pressurised aircraft, put his sketch pad away, to my disappointment without showing me the result. I put away my paperback and tried to write a letter again. Another hour passed.


Gradually, we became aware that the aircraft was losing height, and from time to time turned to peer out to try to spot our destination. The sergeant walked along handing out boiled lollies, and pointing to his ears. We complied, though with the air of men taking a needless precaution


As the Dakota banked to port to begin its descent I realised that a few hours earlier I had seen another Dakota crash and burn while landing on a similar matting strip. I listened to the engines, trying establish whether they sounded anything like the whine of the Wajee plane, and craned around to try to check whether like it we were flying too high. I could judge neither. I looked around, feigning unconcern. Then it occurred to me that at least half the passengers had neither seen the wreck as they took off from Wajee nor had heard of it as they stood waiting while their plane was re-fuelled. This, I felt, was decisive. Believing, against reason and logic, that planes crashed only when all aboard thought of crashing simultaneously, I put the thought of possible disaster out of my mind, and so saved everyone’s lives.


The Dakota lurched and rocked as the pilot eased it onto the strip, like Wajee made of lengths of steel matting. Drumming and bouncing, it taxied toward one of the strip’s sand-bagged dispersal bays. Within moments I felt the heat and humidity return, and hastily cast off my pullover. The air force sergeant emerged again.


“Welcome to Nederlandia, gentlemen. We’ll be off in an hour or so. You’ll enjoy the hospitality of the United States Army Air Force.”


* * *


Nederlandia





I climbed down the Dakota’s steps and stood in the shade, stretching my arms and wiping the sweat that seeped onto my shirt and trousers from the moment I stepped onto the matting strip. An American sergeant emerged from a nearby hut.


“You’ll be leaving for Noo Acken in about an hour. Help yourselves to coffee and donuts at the transit mess. Oh,” he added, seemingly as an afterthought, “if any of you gennelmen have any hard licker, I’m sure that we can come to an arrangement.”


My jaw dropped. Here was a non-commissioned officer – such as I had been a couple of years before – blatantly trading in liquor. Now I understood why he had greeted visitors personally. I looked about for the dour provost officer, only to see several members of his party reaching into haversacks and pulling out bottles of scotch and gin. The master sergeant relieved several passengers of their booze and deposited in their hands a small wad of five dollar bills. The bottles, I supposed, would fetch two-or-three times their cost. Even at, say, three planes a day, and, say, four customers a plane, the master sergeant must be clearing fifty or sixty dollars a day. Unless he walked into a propeller, succumbed to dengue fever or was rubbed out by another bootlegger, he would leave Nederlandia a rich man. War, I concluded, was indeed the good quartermaster’s opportunity.


“‘Af’noon, gennelmen,” he said affably, “pleasure doin’ business with you. Any questions?”


“Please.” It was the artist, speaking in a German accent. “I lost my hat at Wajee. Could I buy another here?”


I expected the master sergeant to offer to sell the artist a new set of equipment, but he smiled broadly.


“I think we can stretch to a new hat for an Aussie.” He turned to the group, several of whom were smiling at the artist’s expense. “Follow me, Sir,” he replied courteously.


I found myself standing by the psychiatrist as a black mess orderly served coffee from a large urn.


I introduced myself. “David Wachter.”


“John Asquith”


“Big place,” I observed.


“They say it’s the biggest town between Brisbane and Manila. Not that there’s much left of Manila after MacArthur finished with the Japs. And the Yanks have only been here a year.”


“G’day,” said a big, beefy lieutenant. “George Krause, ANGAU”


I frowned.


“Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit – we run the boong trains ... the native carriers.” He must have sensed how new I was to this war.


“General MacArthur’s headquarters is hereabouts.” Krause added. “Maybe bump into him in the dunny.”


“Enjoy it while you can,” Asquith said, “The Yanks are moving into the Philippines. Before long it’ll be a back-water of the Dutch colonies again.”


“It’s busy enough,” I observed as several aircraft moved noisily along the strips on either side of the weatherboard transit mess. The artist appeared, still bare-headed.


“Max Kreiser,” the man said, and made a bob of a bow that said ‘Central Europe’ without a word being spoken.


“G’day,” said I, “Wachter, Official History.” We shook hands.


“You’re from Germany, then?” I asked.


“Nein, from Czechoslovakia, from Prague.”


“So you know the Nazis at first hand.”


“Ja. I know them.”


“Are you getting a new hat?”


“Ja. Mr Quinn – the sergeant – he brings one. It will cost only five dollars US, or a bottle of ‘hooch’.”


“You lost your hat at Wajee?”


“Ach,” said Kreiser, distractedly. “Also my clothes, my effects - missing.”


“What, lost in transit?”


“Ja. There was mistake at Port Moresby, they say. Thank God I have my materials, my sketch book.” He clutched a large canvas folio and a wooden box to his breast. He looked lost.


Kreiser, taking off his glasses and polishing them, continued. “Always the misfortunes are to me happening. I missed the plane at Lae, you know. I should have been on the earlier plane, but I lost my ... how do you say ... “ He waved an imaginary slip of paper.


“Travel warrant.”


“Ja. I should have been at Wajee sooner. On the ... Milk Run they called it.”


I started. Kreiser evidently did not realise that he should have died that afternoon.


“That’s the luck of the draw. Still, you’re here now. Come on ...”


As we drank strong black coffee and munched donuts, I noticed that Quinn’s corporal had fitted Kreiser up with a ludicrous pale khaki pith helmet, and sold him a toilet kit at a healthy mark-up. The hat stuck out, as Krause murmured, ‘like dog’s balls’. Kreiser remained unaware of how conspicuous and ludicrous he would be, and expressed his gratitude repeatedly.


“Here’s a joke,” said Edwards, one of the journalists, who evidently saw himself as a humourist. “Couple of blacks pissing off a bridge. ‘Man, that water’s cold, says one’. ‘Yeah, an’ it’s deep too’, says the other.”


I moved out of earshot toward over to the benches and tables in the mess, joining the group sitting by a large fan. The Japanese officer and his Australian minder sat apart from the others in a corner, talking quietly in what I realised was Japanese, the first time I’d heard the language of our enemy.


“Ice cream!” Asquith exclaimed at a chalked sign on the counter of the mess. “They’re apologising that their ice cream plant’s broken down. Ice cream! In a tropical base three thousand miles from Sydney. Ice cream!”


“That’s why we’re going to win this war,” said McNeill, the journalist.


“Ice cream?” George Krause, the ANGAU officer, failed to grasp the newspaperman’s hint.


“What do you think the Japs are eating?” McNeill asked. “A country that can organise ice cream in a place like this is proving that it has the muscle to take whatever it likes across the world and do with it what it likes. The four-gallon tub of ice cream is a symbol of American industrial and military might.”


“Could be a story in that,” McNeill mused.


At that moment one of the mess’s black mess orderlies carrying a large urn of coffee, lost his grip on one of its metal handles and a cascade of dark liquid poured over the mess’s wooden floor.


“Wallace, you dumb bastard!” Quinn’s corporal yelled from the doorway. “Boy, you’d better clean up that mess or Mr Quinn’ll leather yore black hide.”


“Suh,” said the black orderly resignedly.


“That’s the democracy we’re fighting for, I suppose,” said Asquith.


Master Sergeant Quinn, his breast pocket bulging with notes, put his head around the door. “Gennelmen,” he announced, “your plane is ready and bon voyage. Oh, Jesus, Wallace,” he said evenly to the mess waiter, “you are a dumb sonafabitch an’ no mistake.”


“‘Suh.”


We Australians rose to leave, giving a wide berth to the orderly, on his knees with a sopping dark cloth. In ones and twos we walked slowly across the steel matting in the full glare of the afternoon sun. As we walked we could hear Quinn berating the unfortunate orderly, his voice becoming fainter as we approached the Dakota.


“Our American allies,” said Asquith as they stood by the Dakota’s doorway. “At least we’re in charge of our own war on New Aachen.”


* * *


Dakota





It was, as the bumptious flight lieutenant might have observed, another case of ‘hurry and wait’. We sat stiffly in the metal seats as the plane stood on the strip, the sweat dripping down our faces in the afternoon heat.


Having finished my paperback, I drew from my valise the Allied Geographical Section handbook on New Aachen.


‘The island of New Aachen,’ I read, ‘part of the Australian League of Nations Mandate in New Guinea, is located on the Equator 250 miles north of Wewak.’ As Lang’s clerk I knew I was hardly likely to be asked to interview anyone myself: that was Lang’s job. But as I had told the waiting Queenslander, my job would be to write reports of interviews and, if not make the tea, at least make myself useful. All the same, knowing the place couldn’t but help – learning the names of the rivers, hills and features would make writing the notes easier.


The island, I knew, was roughly banana-shaped, running south-west to north-east. Its two settlements, Wilhelmshafen in the south and Kurumu Mission in the north, lay on the coastal plain. The Japs held the northern settlement, the Australians the southern. Dotted about the plain were several large coconut plantations, now abandoned and neglected since the Japanese captured and executed their managers in 1942. A dozen swiftly-running streams crossed the plain, cutting the rudimentary track linking the plantations and Wilhelmshafen. The streams flowed from the KronPrinz Range, running the length of the 25 mile-long island. The equator ran roughly east-west halfway up the island.


I recalled the briefing that Lang had received while in Lae. A staff colonel had spread out a large map of New Guinea. “This, gentlemen,” he said with pride, “is the area of operations of General Wilde’s First Australian Army. This is the largest force Australia has ever fielded.” Waving his hand over the map, he went on, “It takes in an area of operations a thousand miles across, from east to west, from Bougainville at one end of the Solomons to New Aachen at the other, and including major operations on New Britain and north-west New Guinea. Wilde commands ninety-five thousand men, both Militia and AIF formations.”


“What’s their job?” Lang had asked.


“To kill Japs,” said the colonel. “And the more they kill the sooner they’ll go home.”


The simplicity of this aim seemed adequate at the time. Killing Japs anywhere made sense; represented measurable progress toward victory. What would the deaths of all the Japs on New Aachen matter in the grand scheme of the war? This, I decided, was defeatism, no matter how realistic it might be, and put it aside.
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