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PROLOGUE


The crossing of the Kumusi River by the bulk of the Australian 16th and 25th brigades by 16 November 1942 signalled an end to the four-month-long Kokoda Campaign. Within days, the battles for the Japanese beachheads would commence.


The Kokoda Campaign saw the advance of Major General Tomitarô Horii, and his men of the Japanese South Seas Force across the Owen Stanley Range. Just before reaching their objective of Port Moresby, they were ordered to withdraw by the Japanese high command. The attack against the township was on hold until the fighting on Guadalcanal had been decided, one way or another. During the Japanese advance and withdrawal, the troops of the 144th and 41st regiments had suffered appalling casualties, inflicted upon them initially by an Australian fighting withdrawal conducted by the militiamen of the 39th Battalion, the 1st Papuan Infantry Battalion, and men of the 2nd AIF, 21st Brigade (2/14th, 2/16th and 2/27th battalions), with the fighting at Oivi, Kokoda Plateau, Deniki, Isurava, Brigade Hill and Ioribaiwa Ridge. Soon after, the Australian advance by the militiamen of the 3rd Battalion, and the men of the 2nd AIF 16th Brigade (2/1st, 2/2nd and 2/3rd battalions) and the 25th Brigade (2/25th, 2/31st, and 2/33rd battalions) would encounter stubborn Japanese resistance at Templeton’s Crossing in mid-October and at Eora Creek in late October. With the fighting to take Oivi and Gorari in early to mid– November, the Japanese South Seas Force basically ceased to exist as an effective fighting force – and Horii was among the casualties.i


Generals Douglas MacArthur and Thomas Blamey now planned for the Australian 7th Division, commanded by Major General George Vasey; and the American 32nd Division, commanded by Major General Edwin Harding, to take the Japanese beachheads. The 25th Brigade would approach from the southwest with the militiamen of the 3rd Battalion to take Gona, while the Australians of the 16th Brigade would take Sanananda. The line of approach for the 2/25th Brigade was through Awala, Jumbora and Gona, while the 16th Brigade would pass through Popondetta, Soputa and Sanananda. Meanwhile, east of Sanananda, the American 126th Regiment would take Buna from the south, while the American 128th Regiment would attack Buna from the northwest; both American regiments would be supported by Australian commandos of the 2/6th Independent Company.


The fighting to take Gona, Sanananda and Buna collectively represents the largest battles fought by the Australians in the Pacific – not only in terms of men committed, but also in casualties suffered. It would also be the first time that Australian and American land forces would conduct large-scale joint operations.


From 19 November, the Australians of the 25th Brigade, supported by the militia 3rd Battalion, later reinforced by the 21st Brigade and the militia 39th Battalion, did battle with the Japanese to take Gona and Haddy’s Village, which represented the western flank of the Japanese beachheads. The Gona Beachhead would finally fall to the Australians on 9 December, while Haddy’s Village would not be taken until 18 December. As the fighting to take Gona raged, the fighting to take Sanananda and Bunaii continued, as it would into the new year.


Buna would fall to the Allies in early January 1943, with the Australians of the 18th Brigade, supported by elements of the American 32nd Division, taking Cape Endaiadere, Old and New airstrips, and Giropa Point, while the remaining elements of the 32nd Division took, the Triangle, Buna Village and Buna Government Station. One beachhead, however, remained to be taken; it was the best defended, not only in terms of its deep defence and network of supporting bunkers and slit trenches, but also by its large deep swamps and jungle. It was recognised that Sanananda was the worst of the three battlefields, and it would be another three weeks before this beachhead fell to the Australian and American forces. It was appropriately described by Sergeant Bill Spencer of 2/9th Battalion as ‘a bastard of a place’.





i For a detailed account of the Kokoda Campaign up to this point (22 July to 16 November 1942), see Cameron, The Battles for Kokoda Plateau; Cameron, The Battle for Isurava; Cameron, Saving Port Moresby; and Cameron, Retaking Kokoda.


ii For a detailed account of the fighting to take Gona, see Cameron, Gona’s Gone: The Battle for the Beachhead New Guinea 1942; for a detailed account of the fighting to take Buna, see Cameron, Bloody Buna: The Battle for the Beachhead New Guinea, 1942-43.
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‘IT WAS ONE GREEN HELL TO JAURE’


American warlord, 62-year-old General Douglas MacArthur – the Supreme Commander of Allied Forces in the South West Pacific Area (SWPA) – and Australian General Thomas Blamey, a 58-year-old professional soldier from Victoria, commanding the Allied SWPA Land Forces, had by mid-September 1942, defined the Australian and American lines of advance against the Japanese beachheads. American troops of the 126th and 128th regiments,i 32nd Division, would together attack Buna. Australian troops of the 16th Brigade would attack Sanananda, while the Australian troops of the 25th Brigade would take Gona. The Australians (7th Division) would reach their assigned objectives by pushing the Japanese back over the Kokoda Track, while the American troops would march across the range using tracks well east of the Kokoda Track, avoiding the Japanese.1


While still commanding Advanced New Guinea Force (NGF), Lieutenant General Sydney Rowell had written to Blamey’s headquarters on 20 September 1942: ‘The question of any move along the north coast towards Buna is directly associated with the provision of landing craft and continuous fighter cover during movement’.2 Blamey’s visit to Milne Bay four days later resulted in his decision to fly troops to Wanigela, located on the northern coast of Papua New Guinea, east of the Japanese beachheads. A few weeks earlier, 61 aircraft had transported men and material to Wanigela. This force, designated ‘Hatforce’, consisted mostly of the Australian 2/10th Battalion, supported with a battery of American five-inch anti-aircraft guns. The Americans would concentrate there before launching their attacks against Buna. The task of the 32nd Division was formally defined by NGF on 8 October: ‘32 Div is to attack the enemy at Buna from the east and southeast’.3


The American division was to reconnoitre and develop the routes leading to Jaure from Rigo and Abau, identifying the main routes each would take from Abau to Wanigela by way of the Musa River. American brigadier Hanford MacNider commanding the 126th Regiment was appointed to command the Wanigela force and ordered to consolidate Wanigela as a sea and air base, to facilitate forward movement to Buna by sea and land and to develop small-craft supply routes from Wanigela to Pongani, which was located about 40 kilometres east of Buna.4


The men of the 126th Regiment started their difficult movement into the mountains of central Papua. An advanced detachment of the II Battalion, led by the unit’s intelligence officer, Captain William Boice, had followed the reconnaissance party over the Jaure Track, arriving at Jaure on 4 October. He reported back by radio to Major General Edwin Harding, commanding the 32nd Division, that while the going was difficult, it was passable. On 6 October, an advanced guard of the II Battalion, 126th Regiment (II/126th Regiment) was on the move, with troops of the regimental Anti-tank and Cannon companies serving as riflemen, commanded by Captain Alfred Medendorp, leading the advance. Medendorp moved forward with 45 men from ‘E’ Company, a five-man radio detachment commanded by Lieutenant James Downer, and a 40-man rifle platoon under Lieutenant Harold Chandler Jr.5 Medendorp recalled the next day’s journey:


The troops had no trail discipline. The hills were steeper. Footing was insecure. Leeches and insects began to be a nuisance. The trail was strewn with cast-off articles. Leather toilet sets, soap, socks, and extra underwear told a tale of exhaustion and misery. Upon reaching streams, the men would rush to them and drink, regardless of the fact that upstream some soldier might be washing his feet. The trail was filled with struggling individuals, many lying on one side panting for breath. The officer bringing up the rear, reached the bivouac that night with a platoon of limping and dazed men. There were no stragglers, however, for it was feared all through the march that stragglers might be killed by a Jap patrol.6


Medendorp and a small advance party reached Jaure on 20 October, representing the halfway point across the Owen Stanleys in this area; Downer, Chandler and the rest of the advance guard struggled into the village on 28 October.7


Meanwhile, the remainder of the II/126th Regiment, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Henry Geerds, began to advance into the mountains, leaving Kalikodobu on 14 October. Attached was the 19th Portable Hospital and a platoon of the 114th Engineer Battalion, a force 900-men strong. Each company followed the other, Captain Melvin Schultz leading the way with the remainder of ‘E’ Company, while Lieutenant Erwin Nummer and his men of ‘F’ Company were immediately behind in support. The march was much more difficult for these troops compared to the advance guard, as it began to pour with rain just as the battalion set out, with no respite for five days and nights; after this there was still a daily afternoon drenching. Captain Schultz reported that the trail was so narrow that ‘even a jack rabbit couldn’t leave it’.8 The official American historian of the campaign recorded:


The troops had to march in single file, and there was usually no place on either side of the trail for a bivouac. In the jungle the men stumbled over vines and roots with every step as they made their way through the muck and slime. The ever-present mud was sometimes so deep that the men sank into it up to their knees and had to have help in extricating themselves. The swollen mountain streams through which the men had to wade had currents of up to twenty miles [30 kilometres] per hour – sufficient to knock a man down during some of the crossings ….


Immense ridges, or ‘razorbacks’, followed each other in succession like the teeth of a saw. As a rule, the only way the troops could get up these ridges, which were steeper than along the Kokoda Trail, was either on hands and knees, or by cutting steps into them with axe and machete. To rest, the men simply leaned forward, holding on to vines and roots … to keep themselves from slipping down the mountainside.


Plunging down the face of one such ridge, the troops would find themselves faced with the towering slope of another only a stone’s throw away. Four or five ridges – only a few miles as the crow flies – meant a day’s march. The same troops that, in one instance, stumbled, slipped, or fell more than 2000 feet [650 metres] in forty minutes on a downward slope took almost eight hours, most of it on hands and knees, to cover the last 2000 feet of the 9000-foot divide.9


These men were accompanied by 200 Papuan carriers led by Sergeant Russell Smith, a 37-year-old trader from Wainapune, Papua, with the Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit (ANGAU). Smith later wrote:


The natives in my team across the ranges deserve the credit for the arrival of the US troops we convoyed …. There is a point which should not be forgotten regarding these boys. They felt instinctively that the US soldier did not possess the hardihood of the Aussie and so knew that with them they did not have the protection their fellow carriers with the CMF [Citizen Military Force] enjoyed. This being so made their effort in crossing the range and their frontline work at Buna all the more meritorious.10


Among the Americans trudging along the narrow track through the cloud-covered Owen Stanleys was Sergeant Paul Lutjens with ‘E’ Company, who recorded in his diary:


It was one green hell to Jaure. We went up and down continuously; the company would be stretched over two or three miles. We’d start at six every morning by cooking rice or trying to. Two guys would work together. If they could start a fire which was hard because the wood was wet even when you cut deep into the center of the log, they’d mix a little [Australian] bully beef into a canteen cup with rice, to get the starchy taste out of it. Sometimes we’d take turns blowing on sparks trying to start a fire.


I could hardly describe the country. It would take five or six hours to go a mile, edging along cliff walks, hanging on to vines, up and down, up and down. The men got weaker; guys began to lag back …. An officer stayed at the end of the line to keep driving the stragglers. There wasn’t any way of evacuating to the rear. Men with sprained ankles hobbled along as well as they could, driven on by fear of being left behind …. Our strength is about gone. Most of us have dysentery. Boys are falling out and dropping back with fever. Continual downpour of rain. It’s hard to cook our rice and tea. Bully beef makes us sick. We seem to climb straight up for hours, then down again. God, will it never end.11


Most of these men finally stumbled into Jaure on 28 October, two weeks after starting their trek. They were soon passing through Natunga and Bofu, in the steep foothills of the range northeast of Jaure heading for Buna. These men of the II/126th Regiment and associated regimental and divisional troops would be the only US troops to march across the Owen Stanleys. The difficulties of the Jaure Track were so bad that the overland route was abandoned, and the men of the I/126th Regiment were flown into Fasari, in the Central Owen Stanleys, about 100 kilometres southeast of Pongani (as the crow flies), while the men of the III/126th Regiment were later flown into Pongani itself.12
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* * *


With this change of plan, the men of the II and III battalions, 128th Infantry Regiment, commanded by Brigadier Alexander MacNab, along with the men of the 2/6th Australian Independent Company (commandos), were flown from Port Moresby directly to Wanigela. Within two days, the movement of most of these troops had been completed. Australian gunners of the 2/5th Field Regiment with four of their 25-pounders, along with a light anti-aircraft detachment of six Bofors 40-mm guns, and an American platoon with three five-inch anti-aircraft machine guns were warned to be ready for transport by sea to Wanigela as soon as transports became available.13


Twenty-one-year-old Commando Barrie Dexter, from Kilsyth in Victoria, with the 2/6th Independent Company, recalled the flight to Wanigela; he was one of around 100 commandos initially flown into the newly occupied position along the north coast: ‘But for all of us I think, it was pretty terrifying. Very few of us had flown before. We were packed in like sardines and couldn’t help wondering whether the planes were not over-loaded; they certainly circled a lot to gain sufficient height. The pass over the Owen Stanleys was shrouded in clouds, although the two sides sloping down into the pass were starkly clear and awfully close and as we cleared the pass, we imagined the bottom of the aircraft scraping on the trees or rocks or whatever it was in those clouds’.14


The task of these men of the 2/6th Independent Company was to form the advance guard of the Americans who were to march to the eastern approaches of Buna via Pongani. Some information was available, but its accuracy at that time remained unknown – all assessed that this information was likely dubious. Reports on the conditions and passable tracks was basically non-existent, and the locations of river crossings and swamps also remained unknown.15


Upon arriving at Wanigela, Major Harry Harcourt, a 47-year-old public servant from Hobart in Tasmania, commanding the 2/6th Australian Independent Company, lost no time in pushing his commandos out along the overland route to Pongani. The Australian official historian of the campaign described the elderly major: ‘Harcourt was an intrepid officer whose 47 years seemingly had done nothing to lessen his zest for living, his energy, or his physical endurance’.16


Scarcely had Harcourt crossed the Musa River with his men when it flooded, submerging the tracks for several kilometres. Indeed, MacNab’s III/128th Regiment which was only one day’s march behind the Australians, was unable to get through; after floundering in knee-deep swamps, these men reached Totore on the afternoon of 16 October and went into bivouac at Guri Guri. The battalion commanding officer (CO), Lieutenant Colonel Kelsie Miller, recalled it as being the ‘most filthy, swampy, mosquito infested area’ that he had ever encountered in New Guinea.17 These men did not leave Guri Guri until 23 October, taking four days to cut across country to reach the coast at Gobe, where they were ferried to Pongani by several luggers.18


Meanwhile, the Americans of the I and II battalions, 128th Regiment, who were days behind their buddies of the III Battalion, had been ordered to retrace their steps back to Wanigela on the coast, where they would now also be ferried to Pongani in 20-ton supply luggers, which had only recently arrived from Milne Bay. The two leading luggers, captained and manned by Australian crews, arrived off Pongani on the morning of 18 October. The King John and Timoshenko (both flying the ‘stars and stripes’) were bombed by American aircraft, which mistook them for Japanese. Two Americans were killed: 31-year-old Lieutenant Bruce Fahnestock, in charge of small boat operations for the Combined Operational Service Command (COSC); and Byron Darnton, a correspondent with The New York Times who had served with the 32nd Division during World War I. Several other men were wounded, and one of the boats was seriously damaged.19


By 2 November, as the Australians recaptured Kokoda, the three battalions of the 128th Regiment were together at Pongani and Mendaropu, with supplies rapidly accumulating at both localities.20


* * *


By the end of October, Australian and American forces were converging on the Japanese beachheads along three main lines of advance, the Australians of the 25th and 16th brigades having pushed the Japanese back over the Owen Stanleys via the Kokoda Track, while the Americans were consolidating their positions east of the beachheads. By 6 November, General MacArthur and an advance echelon of his headquarters arrived at Port Moresby to direct operations against the beachheads.21


A week later, on 14 November, NGF published its orders for the attacks against the Japanese northern beachheads by the Australian 7th and the American 32nd divisions. The area of operations was defined by the Kumusi River (west), Holnicote Bay (north) and Cape Sudest (south). The boundary between the two forces was to be a line running from the mouth of the Girua River to Hihonda in a south-westerly line along a stream halfway between Inonda and Popondetta. Each division, however, was to be prepared to strike across the boundary against Japanese flank or rear positions should the opportunity arise. The Australians were to operate on the left of the boundary, and the Americans on the right. The advance was to start on 16 November with the 32nd Division against Buna and the 7th Division against Gona and Sanananda.22
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Meanwhile, a new Japanese area command had been established in Rabaul on 16 November to control operations in New Guinea and the Solomons. This command, the 8th Area Army, was headed by Lieutenant General Imamura Hitoshi. He had under his command two armies – the 17th Army under Lieutenant General Hyakutake Haruyoshi, responsible for the Solomons; and the 18th Army, to be commanded by Lieutenant General Adachi Hatazo, responsible for operations in New Guinea. Adachi arrived in Rabaul on 25 November to assume command of his force, tasked with retrieving the desperate situation that had developed in Papua.23


The Australians and Americans were keen to drive the Japanese out of the beachheads before the Japanese could divert their forces from Guadalcanal against Papua. Unknown to the Allies, however, was the American naval success of 12 to 15 November 1942, when all 11 Japanese ships carrying the remaining reserves of the South and the Southwest Pacific Sector were sunk. This resulted in the Japanese essentially admitting defeat regarding the Guadalcanal Campaign – no more reinforcements would be sent to the island. That said, the fighting there was far from over.24





i A US regiment is equivalent to an Australian brigade usually consisting of three battalions.
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‘WHAT DO YOU THINK, YOU SILLY OLD BASTARD!’


Having fought their way across the Owen Stanleys, the Australians of the 16th and 25th brigades, 7th Division and their supporting elements crossed the Kumusi River on 16 November. This was the last geographical barrier before they would reach the Japanese beachheads on the northern coast of Papua – they were approaching their respective objectives of Sanananda and Gona.1


Major General George Vasey, a 47-year-old professional soldier from Victoria, was using the two main north-easterly tracks, which ran parallel with each other, to reach his objectives. He informed Brigadier Kenneth Eather, a 41-year-old dental mechanic from Bankstown in New South Wales, commanding the 25th Brigade on the left that they were to approach Gona, via Awala, Hagenahambo and Igora, crossing the Amboga River, then proceeding via Jumbora to reach the Gona beachhead. Meanwhile Brigadier John Lloyd, a 48-year-old clerk from Perth, commanding the 16th Brigade on the right was to make for Sanananda Point, by way of Isivita, Sangara, Popondetta and Soputa, and then on to the Sanananda beachhead.2


At this point, to the right of the Australian advance, east of the Girua River, the Americans of the 126th Regiment under Colonel Clarence Tomlinson had pushed off from Bofu and were heading for Buna Village. Further east, the Americans of the 128th Regiment commanded by Brigadier Hanford MacNider had sent two columns from their position along the coast, towards Buna, one along the coastal track leading to Cape Endaiadere, the other against the inland bridge between the Buna airstrips.3


* * *


The Australians of the 16th Brigade continued to cross the Kumusi River, and by the end of the day the brigade had bivouacked east of its banks. Twenty-six-year-old Major Andrew Buckley, from Tamworth in New South Wales, and his men of the 2/2nd Battalion were the first of the brigade to cross the river, having got the last of their men across before 8 am, and within two hours they had advanced five kilometres to the track junction between the two north-eastern running tracks, running roughly parallel with each other, separated by about five kilometres. Given the 16th Brigade’s objective was Sanananda, Buckley and his men turned onto the southernmost track.4


The 2/2nd Battalion adjutant recorded the unit assembled, and after breakfast they moved out at 10.30 am. Everyone was feeling tired as few had got any sleep. The timetable to reach Popondetta did not allow the usual tactical manner of movement, with no ground cleared during their advance. The method of movement was one section well forward and the battalion following in company groups in single file. The order of the brigade advance was 2/2nd Battalion up front followed by Brigade Headquarters, 2/3rd Battalion, and finally the men of the 2/1st Battalion. They advanced around nine kilometres in the hot humid weather, being forced to ford several creeks and rivers, some waist deep: ‘everyone was feeling very weary. No rations were received’.5


Before dawn that day, Major Ian Hutchison, a 29-year-old shipping clerk from Sydney, commanding the 2/3rd Battalion was lining up along the western bank of the river with his men, but by 5.45 am there was still men of the 2/2nd Battalion waiting to cross. The timetable for ‘D’ Company’s crossing was put back, as recorded in the battalion diary: ‘It was 0730 hrs before the leaders of this Company made the precarious passage across the single width log and wire bridge which had been improvised. The 2/2 Bn continued to use the ‘Flying Fox’. D Coy then moved forward to the junction of the main track and the track to ISIVITA. Some slashed rubber boats abandoned by the Japanese were seen on the side of the track.6


At this point the historian of the 2/3rd Battalion records an incident as the men were moving up to the bank of the river to cross: ‘Brigadier Lloyd was having a wash with only his trousers on when he saw a soldier with the tripod of a Vickers gun over his shoulders and carrying all his own personal gear. Lloyd said: ‘It that thing heavy, soldier?’ and without looking up the soldier replied, ‘What do you think, you silly old bastard!’ The brigadier, who realised that the soldier had carried the tripod all the way from Moresby, laughed and said: “I deserved that”’.7


By the afternoon the rest of the battalion was across on the eastern bank and at around 5.30 pm the battalion bivouacked just behind the men of the 2/2nd Battalion; their next day’s objective was to reach Sangara Mission Station.8


Bringing up the rear of the brigade, Lieutenant Colonel Paul Cullen, a 33-year-old accountant from Sydney, and his surviving 320 officers and men of the 2/1st Battalion were the last to cross the river. Cullen had the reputation of being a hard fighter, but he always emphasised taking precautions to minimise casualties – he wanted to ‘protect everybody’ as much as possible.9 These men were now lined up on the western bank of the river, along with the Japanese pack horses they had previously collected to help transport their mortars, machine guns and signals equipment.10 The battalion narrative of the campaign records:


We were advised here that it would be impossible to get the horses across as they were only foot bridges, and the river was almost 80 yards [metres] wide. Accordingly, they were let loose, bar one, which was in use. One of the soldiers said to the CO: ‘I bet I can get this horse across if you want him’, and as he was rather a fine-looking black pony in fair condition, he was told to go ahead. He was a bushman, and took the horse down the stream, and finding a narrower place, took it across …. Part of the battalion crossed on the Flying Fox, which was constructed on the uprights of the old wire rope bridge, which our bombs (aircraft) had demolished, and part crossed on a cable bridge, which was under water in the centre. We were the last battalion of the Brigade in the order of march …. The battalion bivouacked for the night in heavy rain at 1730 hours in the midst of an area of native gardens and villages.11


The battalion historian also recorded for the night of 16 November: ‘Wet undergrowth had to be pushed out of the way so that one could lie down. Water for drinking had to be carried from some distance away. The 2/2nd and 2/3rd battalions were in front of us now, so that there was not much prospect of enemy interference, and we slept well’.12
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‘WALKING PATIENTS WILL STAY IN THE AREA AND BE READY FOR ANY EMERGENCY’


Next morning, 17 November, Lieutenant General Edmund Herring, a 52-year-old barrister from Melbourne commanding New Guinea Force (NGF), based in Port Moresby, received news from General Blamey of the naval battle that had just taken place off Guadalcanal; the results were still uncertain. Blamey wrote that the Japanese were assembling large numbers of aircraft and gathering troops and destroyers to land reinforcements at Buna. He stressed it was imperative that Australian and American forces push on with the greatest speed to seize the Japanese beachheads and destroy the Japanese before they could be reinforced.1


With this, Vasey informed his brigadiers of the situation. Brigadier Eather commanding the 25th Brigade ordered Lieutenant Colonel Alfred Buttrose, a 30-year-old wool expert from Woodville in South Australia, and his men of the 2/33rd Battalion to make Jumbora on the same day – just 12 kilometres south of the entrenched Japanese at Gona. Brigadier Lloyd urged his men of the 16th Brigade to make greater efforts to reach Popondetta, about 20 kilometres southwest of Sanananda, next day.2


* * *


At first light, Brigadier John Lloyd and his men of the 16th Brigade were on the move again; after coming down from the mountains, most were not accustomed to the appalling humidity. As stated by the Australian official historian of the campaign: ‘These exacting coastal conditions told so heavily on the men in their weakened condition, which was aggravated by a shortage of food, for again no rations reached them in the day, that fifty-seven of the 2/2nd alone fell out gasping beside the track’.3


Major Andrew Buckley and his men of the 2/2nd Battalion were still leading the brigade’s advance towards the Japanese beachhead at Sanananda. The battalion war diary records their exhausting march, after a month of constant combat with the Japanese along the Kokoda Track and in the lowlands around the Oivi–Gorari positions just east of Kokoda Plateau. The men of the battalion made 21 kilometres, arriving at a small native village just after 6 pm – they were now only an hour’s march from Sangara Mission. Due to the strenuous march, together with the shortage of rations, 57 men fell out of the line of march. The adjutant recorded: ‘Contrary to reports, the natives were very friendly handing fruit and sugar cane to the troops as they passed through and often assisting the crossing of streams etc., No rations received’.4 To make matters worse, just on dusk there was torrential rain drenching those still strung out along the track, short of the village. Most of these men were evacuated by the Assistant Director of Medical Services (ADMS), 7th Australian Division, Colonel Frank Norris, a 51-year-old physician from Melbourne. The signal cable ran out approximately 2 kilometres short of the bivouac area, so there was no communication with Brigade or Division Headquarters.5


Meanwhile, Major Ian Hutchison and his men of the 2/3rd Battalion were behind Buckley and his men. The battalion moved out at 8 am with ‘B’ Company leading the advance, followed by Battalion Headquarters, ‘C’ then ‘D’ companies, followed by the Headquarters Company with ‘A’ Company bringing up the rear. They planned to reach Sangara Mission later that day, but due to the torrential rain, they were forced to bivouac not far behind their mates of the 2/2nd Battalion.6


Still bringing up the rear was Lieutenant Colonel Cullen and his battle-weary men of the men of the 2/1st Battalion, having contributed to the devastation of the Japanese 144th Regiment at Gorari, whose survivors were then fleeing down the Kumusi River for their beachhead positions. The battalion narrative of the Sanananda Campaign records that the advance continued that day and although the troops were generally in improved health and spirits, many were suffering from diarrhoea and dysentery. The men could only ‘carry on in a static position with this trouble, but on the march, it played hell with them’.7 The battalion adjutant recorded: ‘The track which the Brigade took was … was not as good as the main track, there being several very difficult creek crossings. However, the battalion got up on the heels of the 2/3rd Bn and camped SOUTH of the creek at ISIVITA. Here we found quarters in a very big native village, and the natives came in with papaws and fruit of all kinds, which was a great help to the rations’.8


* * *


The American official historian described the main Japanese defences on the northern coastline of Papua as being located around Giruwa, within the deep and heavily defended Sanananda Beachhead, dominated by crocodile-infested swamps:


The main Japanese base was at Giruwa. The largest supply dumps and the 67th Line of Communications Hospital were located there. On this front the main Japanese defensive position was about three and one-half miles [5 kilometres] south of Sanananda Point, where a track to Cape Killerton joined the main track from Soputa to Sanananda Point. A lightly wooded area just forward of the track junction, and the sandy and relatively dry junction itself, bristled with bunkers, blockhouses, trenches, and other defensive positions. Beginning a couple of miles to the south, several forward outposts commanded the trail. About half a mile to the rear of the junction, where another trail branched from the main track to Cape Killerton, there was a second heavily fortified position, and beyond it, a third. These positions were on dry ground – usually the only dry ground in the area. They were flanked by Sago swamp, ankle to waist deep, and could be taken only by storm with maximum disadvantage to the attackers.9


The Japanese had deployed around 5500 men, including hospital patients, in front of Sanananda at the beginning of the coastal fighting. After the death of General Tomitarô Horii, who had commanded the South Seas Force, command west of the Girua River had fallen to Colonel Yokoyama Yosuke, commander of the 15th Independent Engineer Regiment, while those to the east (Buna Sector) were commanded by Captain Yasuda Yoshitatsu, being the senior naval officer in this area.10


Colonel Yokoyama ordered around 1800 men, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Tsukamoto Hatsuo, who commanded the survivors of the I/144th Regiment, to frontline positions at the main junction of the Sanananda and Cape Killerton tracks. This position was designated by Japanese as the ‘Southwest Sector’. This force consisted of the Takenaka Company, III/41st Regiment, the main body of the I/144th Regiment, elements of the 15th Independent Engineers, a 700-man contingent of Formosan naval labourers, a battery of the 20th Independent Mountain Artillery, and some walking wounded.11


Behind Tsukamoto’s main force was the ‘Central Sector’, consisting of the South Seas Headquarters Detachment, including the remaining men of the III/41st Regiment commanded by Major Murase Gohei (commonly referred to as the Murase Battalion) along with the rest of the 41st Regiment, a battery of the 20th Independent Mountain Artillery and some anti-aircraft gunners along with the remaining elements of the 15th Independent Engineers.12


Sanananda and the coastal areas were designated the ‘Coast Sector’, where Colonel Yokoyama had set up his headquarters; with him were the balance of the 41st Regiment, around 120 cavalry troops of the South Seas Force, his second mountain artillery battery and some naval construction troops. Strenuous efforts would be made by the Japanese to reinforce these troops in late November and early December.13


Also here was medical officer First Lieutenant Okubo, commander of the 67th Giruwa Line of Communication Hospital, No. 2 Sub-section who recorded in the unit diary that they were expecting reinforcements to arrive that night. It was also reported: ‘Still some patients AWOL. Hereafter rules will be strictly adhered to, and offenders will be discharged from the hospital. Their offences will be reported to their TAI commanders’.14 It was stated that due to the current situation, ‘even walking patients will stay in the area and be ready for any emergency’.15
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‘… AHEAD OPENED A VISTA WHICH INCLUDED THE SEA’


Next day, 18 November, the men of the 16th Brigade moved through Sangara Mission, the day’s objective being Popondetta. Though the shortage of rations was becoming acute, the men had been informed that supplies would be dropped at the village, which reinvigorated the men’s spirit. Even so, the senior officers were informed that 1000 Japanese had landed the previous night to reinforce Buna, with another 1000 to land that night.1


Despite the need for haste, experience had taught Major Andrew Buckley and his men of the 2/2nd Battalion, still leading the brigade advance, that it was deadly to blindly pursue the Japanese through the jungle, and he and his men cautiously advanced; by 8.30 am they were moving forward. The battalion adjutant recorded that the battalion passed through many Papuan villages. As they pushed north, they were forced to cross several more streams, before finally reaching their destination at around 5 pm. As the men tried to set up their bivouac, heavy rain set in, and the promise of supplies was not honoured. Word soon reached them that supplies would be waiting for them at Soputa, about 10 kilometres further north.2


Coming up behind these men were those of the 2/3rd Battalion. The unit war diary records that a patrol from ‘C’ Company was sent forward at 8 am to reach Sangara Mission, while the rest of the battalion moved forward at 9.30 am and reached the mission station at 11.15 am. Thirty minutes later, as they renewed the advance, a ‘cheer was raised as ahead opened a vista which included the sea’.3 Several clearings and gardens were passed and by 5 pm the men halted and bivouacked in a small village. Fires were permitted and sparse rations – augmented with yams, squash and green paw-paws provided by local Papuans – rounded off their meal for the day.4


Lieutenant Colonel Cullen and his men of the 2/1st Battalion had spent the night just behind their mates of the 2/3rd Battalion. That day they would make a 23-kilometre advance, passing through the men of the 2/3rd Battalion. The battalion narrative of the campaign records the advance through Sangara Mission Station,i which had been ‘burnt by the JAPS, and which was obviously a very fertile coffee and coconut plantation’.5 After lunch they, like those of the 2/3rd Battalion, had a ‘great thrill, as from a piece of high ground half an hour from the mission, we saw the sea’.6 These men stopped for the night between two creeks, having passed through the 2/3rd Battalion. The place where they camped would soon become the Popondetta airfield, about two kilometres south of Popondetta village.7


Meanwhile, Brigadier John Lloyd had decided that one of his battalions would guard the Soputa drop zone, while the other two battalions would move on to capture the Sanananda beachhead. These men would then cut a coastal track east to Buna, to assist the American infantry of the 32nd Division who would be attacking the Japanese defences there.8


* * *


To the east, Colonel Clarence Tomlinson, commanding the American 126th Regiment at Inonda, had been ordered by Major General Edwin Harding, commanding the 32nd Infantry Division, to march on Buna via Popondetta and Soputa. Harding had been unable to contact the Australians and wanted to ensure his left flank was covered in his attack against Buna. Tomlinson was instructed to contact the Australians thought to be around Popondetta. Once, he had confirmed their flank was secure, his men were to return to Inonda. From there they would move on to Buna through Horanda and Dobodura.9


* * *


A recent arrival to the beachheads was Japanese Sergeant-Major Yamada Miyoshi, who was part of reinforcements sent to the 144th Regiment. He would be killed on 27 November 1942, just north of Soputa at the Japanese Southwest Sector. He recorded in his diary that day: ‘Reached HUA [?] 8.30 – 1 Coy organised, left that night attached to 2nd Bn independent gun unit 16 men only 10 men fit for combat’.10


Still located along the Coast Sector of the Sanananda beachhead was medical officer Okubo, commander of No. 2 Sub-section, 67th Giruwa Line of Communication Hospital, who that day recorded reinforcements arriving the previous night in nine landing craft, bringing in much-needed ammunition and supplies. He concludes: ‘Emergencies must be carefully considered, and armament preparations made’.11





i See Cameron, The Battles for the Kokoda Plateau for a detailed account of the fate of the Sangara and Gona missionaries along with downed American airmen and lost Australian soldiers who tried to defend them as they were lost behind the Japanese lines on the northern coastal jungles, swamps and scrub north of Kokoda soon after the Japanese initial landings.
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‘THE 2/3 BN HAD STRUCK JAP OPPOSITION’


Next day, 19 November, on the right flank of the Australian advance Lieutenant Colonel Cedric Edgar, a 41-year-old bank officer from Sydney, who had returned from sick leave to again command the 2/2nd Battalion, asked Brigadier John Lloyd, commanding the 16th Brigade, if his men could be relieved of leading the brigade – they were in dire need of rest. Lloyd agreed, and that morning Major Ian Hutchison, who was still in temporary command of 2/3rd Battalion, passed through the men of 2/1st Battalion and then the 2/2nd Battalion to take over the advance. Hutchison’s objective was made clear to him, with one of his officers recalling: ‘Here it was that Brigadier Lloyd, standing like Napoleon, said, when asked the day’s objective, “The sea!” So, the battalion started for the sea’.1 They were tasked that day with marching 30 kilometres to reach the coast.


By 8.15 am Hutchison and his men were passing through the 2/2nd Battalion just north of Popondetta, with ‘C’ Company up front, followed by ‘D’ Company, then Headquarters, with ‘A’ and then ‘B’ companies bringing up the rear. With ‘C’ Company was a local policeman from the Royal Papuan Constabulary, acting as a guide. As they neared the outer defences of Sanananda Beachhead, they encountered several Japanese stragglers, who gave up without much resistance. By 10.30 am the first Japanese prisoner was at Lloyd’s headquarters, soon followed by another. The battalion diarist recorded the third enemy soldier encountered as ‘a naked, emaciated creature’.2 This Japanese soldier was soon squatting on the side of the track under guard.


By midday, Captain Ian Fulton, a 30-year-old mechanical engineer from Port Kembla in New South Wales, commanding ‘C’ Company, encountered the first signs of Japanese resistance. These enemy soldiers, however, soon slipped swiftly out of sight of the approaching Australians. Fulton reported four trucks abandoned on the track, and although the Japanese had attempted to render them unusable, some of his men got one of them in working order within the hour.3


By 12.30 the area was cleared of enemy troops and Hutchison ordered his men to halt for a brief lunch, before resuming the advance. As half of the men of ‘C’ Company passed through a large kunai patch, they were targeted with enemy fire, with one man killed. Captain Evan Walker, a 25-year-old bank official from Turramurra in New South Wales, and his men of ‘D’ Company, were quickly moved out to the right, while Captain John Gall, a 27-year-old station overseer from Moree in New South Wales, as the new commander of ‘A’ Company, moved out to the left – both with the intent of quickly enveloping the enemy. But the small Japanese force evaporated and by 2 pm the Australians cautiously renewed their advance. Two hours later, Fulton and ‘C’ Company had closed in on Soputa, but here they encountered more stubborn Japanese resistance. Once again Walker and Gall flung wide, but darkness found their men still groping through the thick vegetation, forcing them to dig in for the night.4


Lieutenant Paul Cullen and his men of the 2/1st Battalion were now behind the men of the 2/3rd Battalion. The adjutant records that they moved off that morning, and after a few hours reached Popondetta. There, a patrol from the Australian 25th Brigade came in from the left, while another from the Australian Independent Company (commandos) came in from the right. The track at this point was flat and good going, although it was mostly in the open, not protected by trees, making it a hot hard slog.5


Meanwhile, Lieutenant Colonel Cedric Edgar, and his men of the 2/2nd Battalion, now bringing up the rear, moved out at 9 am, with the track being mostly dirt – but some portions of it were laid with timber and well drained, obviously constructed to assist motor transport. The going was mostly level and excellent time was made. Around noon, they heard firing up ahead. It was later found that a ‘party of Japs were surprised in an ordnance dump, several trucks were captured one being driven back to Div. HQ’.6 The men of the 2/2nd Battalion were soon bivouacked around the Brigade Headquarters, where a hot meal was cooked to the rear and brought forward.7


Further north, at around 1.15 pm, the men of the 2/1st Battalion were surprised to see a Japanese truck pass them, driven by Captain MacIntosh, the Brigade Transport Officer. This vehicle was soon after converted into an ambulance. MacIntosh informed Cullen that ‘the 2/3 Bn had struck JAP opposition’ about five kilometres ahead.8 The battalion was soon moving up behind the 2/3rd Battalion, who, as evening fell, had taken up a position southwest of Soputa, which was still held by the Japanese. It was now that 28-year-old Lieutenant Orston Ritchie, from Sydney, with ‘B’ Company 2/1st Battalion, was wounded by a stray bullet, which passed through both legs. He had been sitting on the track awaiting orders. Nearby was the battalion medical officer, Captain John Connell, a 29-year-old physician from Melbourne, who recalled hearing the ‘thuds’ of the bullets as they slammed into the officer. Connell ‘bolted up to see who had been hit’ – he did not wait to be called.9


That day the men of the 2/4th Field Ambulance recorded in their unit war diary: ‘In all villages en route we passed a large number of sick men, all waiting to get strong enough to proceed forward. Most were too weak to move and as there were no bearers available, we saw that they had quinine and rations and left them with instructions to move forward when possible’.10


* * *


Meanwhile, Colonel Clarence Tomlinson had ordered Major George Bond commanding the III/126th Regiment to conduct an advance towards Popondetta. Bond and his men of ‘I’ and ‘K’ companies crossed the Girua River to determine if the Australians had occupied the village. By 11.30am they had contacted elements of the Australian 16th Brigade close to Popondetta and were informed that most of the brigade had already passed through the village heading for Soputa. As ordered, Bond and his men made their way back to Inonda, and with the rest of the regiment were soon marching out towards Buna via Horanda, with the II/126th Regiment leading the advance.11


* * *


Back in Port Moresby, General MacArthur had agreed that Tomlinson and the 126th Regiment would be temporarily allocated to Major General George Vasey commanding the Australian 7th Infantry Division. They were to help take Sanananda, as it was assessed that Vasey’s much-depleted 16th Brigade, whose men had been in action for almost two months, and had suffered around 50 per cent casualties (killed, wounded, and sick), were up against the largest Japanese force defending the beachhead positions. Lieutenant General Edmund Herring commanding NGF ordered Tomlinson and the 126th Regiment to turn around and march to Popondetta to support the Australian 16th Brigade.12


On receiving his orders directly from NGF, Tomlinson sought clarification from his own commanding officer, Major General Edwin Harding, commanding the 32nd Division. On not being able to contact his CO, Tomlinson radioed back to Port Moresby to the regiment’s rear echelon, who confirmed that he had indeed been temporarily assigned to General Vasey and was to move out to Popondetta first thing next morning. Advance elements of the regiment would reach the Australian 16th Brigade’s position north of Soputa next day as fighting broke out to take the outer deferences of Sanananda during mid-afternoon.13


* * *


Japanese medical officer Lieutenant Okubo recorded the day’s events; over the next month or so his entries would demonstrate the rapidly deteriorating position within the beachhead. He wrote that the situation at Basabua (just west of the Garara River) was precarious, and its defences needed to be strengthened. Okubo was ordered to send 100 men commanded by officers as reinforcements to Basabua. This force of walking wounded and sick was placed under the command of 2nd Lieutenant Nakamoto, who was to report to Major Yamamoto. It is also recorded that the hospital area was now to be fortified:


Each Bivouac BUTAI will scout its outer boundaries and carefully guard particularly those places where the enemy may easily penetrate. It will construct positions and prepare for defence. Post direct guards and outposts at important places. Each TAI will report with a sketch-map terrain around the bivouac area and the method of guarding it … fires other than those which are unavoidable will be prohibited. When fires are built, make them so they cannot be seen … Without doubt there will be an enemy attack in the SW front. You must reconnoitre and drive them back. Other areas must be vigilant also …


Hospital staff will collect patients, observe strict direct guard, and guard the present area with their lives … 1st Lieut. KUNIZAKI, in charge of guarding, will place outposts in the Western and Southern areas of the Hospital, make communication agreements with the Direct Comd TAI, and personally take charge of guard duties. You must not retreat. Make combat preparations and make up your mind to stick with our patients to the very end … 650 tps are reported to have left RABAUL as our reinforcement. MURASE BUTAI, 41st Regt, left for SOUPTA. Issued them some medical supplies. Situation in front of the kitchen area was not very clear but fierce firing broke out so 2 or 3 guards were posted. Cooked 15 kettles of rice. Firing died down when heavy rain started.14
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‘IF WE GET IN THERE WE WILL DIG IN AND STOP THEM UNTIL YOU COME AND GET US OUT’


At first light on 20 November, Brigadier Lloyd, commanding the 16th Brigade and Lieutenant Colonel Cullen, leading the 2/1st Battalion went forward to the position held by Major Ian Hutchison and his men of the 2/3rd Battalion. They were informed that it looked like the Japanese had withdrawn overnight. All were keen to push on to the coast, as news had arrived that the men of the 25th Brigade were less than two kilometres from Gona, and the Americans were approaching Buna. It was decided that Major Hutchison and his men would continue the advance for about a kilometre and then Cullen and his men would pass through as the advance guard.1


Hutchison and his battalion were soon on the move and reached Soputa at 6.30 am. They were likely relieved to see that the Japanese had indeed evacuated the position overnight. Just after 8.30 am these men were moving forward from the village, while ‘A’ Company was assigned to protect Brigade.2 At this point, Cullen and his men of the 2/1st Battalion were passing through Hutchison’s men. Captain John Burrell, a 24-year-old storeman from Sydney, and his men of ‘C’ Company were up front, followed by the Battalion Headquarters. Following behind Cullen and the Headquarters Company was Captain Colin Prior, a 23-year-old bank officer from Sydney, leading ‘B’ Company; behind them was Lieutenant Gordon Leaney, a 24-year-old farmer from Nowra in New South Wales commanding ‘A’ Company; with Captain Archibold Simpson, 32-year-old journalist from Sydney commanding ‘D’ Company bringing up the rear.3


About 15 minutes later, having gone forward about 600 metres, the advanced elements of the 2/1st Battalion broke out of the narrow bush-enclosed track into a large, open kunai patch. The track led through the middle of the tall grass northwards. It was now around 8.45 am. Within minutes Japanese fire was targeting their advance and Japanese artillery fire quickly convinced Cullen that he was coming against the main Japanese defences protecting the outer beachhead position. These were the men of Colonel Tsukamoto’s most southerly defences, just beyond the main Southwest Sector. The lack of telephone cable forced Cullen to establish his headquarters on the track itself, so that runners could be sent out and promptly return with no fear of becoming lost. Japanese shells were soon exploding in this headquarters area, sending great divots of the damp earth skywards.4


Thirty-one-year-old Lieutenant John Dyer, from Sydney, leading 18 Platoon, ‘D’ Company recalled seeing the CO at this point: ‘Lt Col Cullen [was] standing quite openly in the middle of the track, disregarding the nearby shelling. Personally, the sight of Cullen standing calmly on the exposed track raised my morale forty-seven and a half per cent. I think he deliberately took the risk for this very purpose of raising morale’.5 The battalion narrative of the Sanananda Campaign records:


At 0845 hours, just after they had advanced out of the jungle into a Kunai patch, the leading troops were fired on. At this stage ‘C’ Coy had all deployed in the Kunai patch, and Bn. HQ were 100 yards in the timbered area before the track came into the open. Four rounds of artillery landed right in our area, and accordingly we dispersed. Unfortunately, our sig. cable, which was being laid out with ‘C’ Coy, had just cut out. Accordingly, although it was obvious that it was unwise to establish our Bn. HQ on the track, we were faced with the alternative [of ] either having it on the track and with telephone communication, or alternatively, moving into the jungle off the track without telephone communication. The decision was made to remain on the track, and HQ was accordingly dispersed in its usual perimeter formation in what cover that could be rapidly dug, and in the ditches at the side of the road.6


By 9 am, Cullen had made his way forward to Burrell and ‘C’ Company, where he quickly assessed the situation. He told Burrell to maintain his thrust along the track; he would send Captain Basil Catterns, a 25-year-old journalist with the Sydney Sun, leading the Headquarters Company to reconnoitre the Japanese right (west) flank to determine their strength, while Captain Colin Prior, commanding ‘B’ Company was to flank the left of the Japanese position, east of the track.7


Soon after, Cullen was forced to take cover from exploding shells. He now changed his plan, as recalled by Catterns:


It was a widish track there. I was on one side of the track and the colonel was on the other. I saw his head pop out of the hole and he crooked a finger at me. I dashed over and fell in his hole. He said: ‘Well, Basil, what d’you think we should do?’ I answered: ‘Get the bloody gun.’ ‘My thoughts too.’ He then said how he wanted me to make an outflanking attack. It was fair enough because I knew it was our turn to go into action. But I told him I’d need two companies, because our numbers had been reduced so much. Even with two companies, I’d still have less than a hundred men. Cullen said: ‘Okay, I agree with that.’ I gave him my Tommy gun and said, ‘I’ll shove off at 10 am’.8


Catterns was given ‘A’ and ‘D’ companies – totalling just 90 men (one company at full strength was typically about 120 men). He was now to swing far to the west to clear the kunai patch completely and fully exploit the timber cover. From there his force was to burst through the thick growth to attack the rear of the Japanese position and settle himself astride the track. Meanwhile, Captain Prior and his men of ‘B’ Company would now move out east of the track, while Burrell and ‘C’ Company would continue their thrust along the track itself.9


By 9.30 am, Cullen and his men were ready to move out. The battalion adjutant recorded that Catterns had a quick look at the ground from the front and then ordered ‘A’ and ‘D’ companies in that order to move into the jungle about 1000 metres west, then 3000 metres north, and then turn eastward back to the track, coming up behind the enemy. Regardless of success or failure it was ‘certain that this remarkable young leader, and his grim band of 90 men, would shock the Japanese’.10


Brigadier Lloyd was initially unhappy with this plan as it would take too long; he was in favour of a frontal attack. Cullen argued that the Japanese were in strength, and convinced Lloyd of the necessity in the flanking operation; Catterns continued his flanking manoeuvre.11 Catterns said to his CO as he and his men moved out: ‘If we get in there we will dig in and stop them until you come and get us out’.12


The battalion narrative of the campaign records: ‘Their orders were to move right around the Kunai patch, which extended for some distance NORTH, keeping under cover of the jungle all the way … to effect surprise, and to get astride the main track in the rear of the main JAP position, including their arty [artillery] area shelling us. In addition, he was to hit hard any JAPS in that area and consolidate astride the main track. This order was given with a view to getting the JAPS to withdraw, which they usually did when hit hard in the rear. Accordingly, at 0930 hours Capt. Catterns set off ’.13


With Catterns and his men now deep in the undergrowth to the west of the track, Burrell and his men of ‘C’ Company were slowly gaining ground along the track itself. Lieutenant James McCloy, a 26-year-old clerk from Sydney, leading 13 Platoon, was his foremost unit. McCloy now observed the movement of an enemy sniper who had escaped the attention of his forward scouts and was picking off his men. McCloy stood among the machinegun and rifle fire to target this sniper, about 300 metres from his position, and on his third shot, he brought him down. McCloy and his men continued their advance. The adjutant recorded that McCloy used ‘considerable skill in working forward’.14 Leading the way forward was the platoon scout, Private Athol Herbert, a 38-year-old truck driver from Sydney who was soon killed.15


By 11 am Captain Prior, commanding ‘B’ Company had skirted around the right of the track, crossing over a creek branching off from the Girua River. Prior and his men kept to the thick bush, as ordered by Cullen. His company advanced with 27-year-old Lieutenant Edmund ‘Ted’ Boy, from Bundemar in New South Wales and his men of 11 Platoon up front; followed by the Company headquarters; 10 Platoon, with Sergeant Henry Manwaring, a 28-year-old labourer from Sydney; and 12 Platoon bringing up the rear. Each platoon was now at half strength, numbering around 15 men.16


By 12.30 pm Prior had come up against the Japanese left flank. He recalled: ‘Suddenly … the leading scout Pte Norman Rooney signalled back with his fingers on his lips, to Pte Oz McFadyen indicating that he had seen Japanese … I was with Ted Body in the leading platoon when the enemy opened up with machine guns. We fell flat, and I deployed the company, two platoons forward, Manwaring on the left and Body on the right, and 10 Platoon in the rear’.17 While able to push through some isolated Japanese positions defining the outer defences, he was soon forced to ground again when he encountered their main positions, just 30 metres to his front.18


Prior continues: ‘I then sent Sergeant Manwaring with a section from his position to find the enemy’s left flank. Manwaring came back and said that the enemy were all west of the creek, and were a couple of companies dug in. Up to this time we had about five casualties, none from Manwaring’s patrol. When Manwaring came back I deployed B Company in a defensive position. I then told the CO by land line that we had found the enemy’s left flank. I asked for assistance of at least another company while I attacked. I said that I would come back and guide the assisting company forward. It took me 20 minutes to cover the half mile back to Bn HQ’.19


Still trying to advance up the track with ‘B’ Company was Quartermaster Sergeant Stanley Miller, a 36-year-old grocer from Sydney. Seeing a severely wounded soldier – 21-year-old Corporal Tony Benson, from Sydney – lying under heavy fire, Miller brought him in. Unfortunately, Corporal Benson died soon after. Later that day, Corporal Wilfred Ward, a 21-year-old labourer from Kyogle in New South Wales, had been shot in the stomach and was lying in a forward and exposed position, beyond an open stretch that was targeted by enfilade. It seemed impossible to help him while daylight lasted. Not only did Miller go forward with stretcher bearer Corporal Willaim Kemsley, a 30-year-old labourer from Sydney, to provide morphia and dress Ward’s wounds, but they returned and made a stretcher and set off again to bring him in. It took them 20 minutes to crawl to the wounded soldier; all three came back through a storm of fire. Miller went out again in the late afternoon and brought back another wounded man. All the other soldiers felt the inspiration that flowed from him. For his actions that day, Sergeant Stanley Miller was nominated for the Victoria Cross (VC), but was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal (DCM), second only to the VC.20


Just after 2 pm Cullen informed Brigadier Lloyd that Prior and Burrell (‘B’ and ‘C’ companies) on the right and centre respectively were in difficulties. Cullen assessed that the Japanese were using at least two mountain guns and two medium machine guns, along with one heavy and several light mortars; he could not estimate the number of light machine guns. He was now concerned about Catterns and his force comprising ‘A’ and ‘D’ companies to the west and asked Lloyd for more assistance. The brigadier was aware that advance elements of Colonel Clarence Tomlinson’s 126th Regiment were approaching and advised that as soon as these American troops relieved the 2/2nd Battalion he would send one of their companies to assist Catterns. Lieutenant Colonel Cullen suggested that the whole battalion would be required to do the job, but Lloyd disagreed.21


By 2.15 pm, Cullen had brought forward one of his 3-inch mortar teams to help suppress the Japanese shelling and bombing. Sergeant Edwin Madigan, a 25-year-old clerk from Newcastle, soon had his 3-inch mortar in action. During the battle for Eora Creek in late October, Madigan had been awarded the Military Medal for his actions, and he was again to be in the thick of the fighting for Sanananda. His team fired 21 bombs and silenced a medium machinegun position which had been firing from the edge of the kunai patch to his front, but the Japanese quickly responded with around 30 artillery shells, exploding within the battalion headquarters area. The Australians were initially puzzled by the remarkable accuracy of this fire, but they later discovered it was directed from an observation post in a tree located about 500 metres north of their position.22


Meanwhile, Major Hutchison and his men of the 2/3rd Battalion had quickly deployed to support Cullen’s attack and had dug in to provide in-depth defence along the axis of the main track. The battalion adjutant recorded: ‘The battalion started to dig in and remained for the day, 2/1 Bn putting 2 coys to the left to patrol for the Jap flank, while at 1630 two Coys of 2/2 Bn were pushed around the left flank to join up with the 2/1 Bn’.23


Earlier Lieutenant Colonel Cedric Edgar and his men of the 2/2nd Battalion had been positioned to the rear to protect the critical road junction at Soputa until they were relieved by American troops. A small American patrol arrived from the Buna sector and the inexperienced, boastful Americans wasted no time in telling the Australian veterans they ‘could go home now, as they were here to clean things up’.24 The Australian replies were not recorded, likely for good reason. It was also noted: ‘The Americans looked fresh and healthy and had more cigarettes than they could smoke’.25 Edgar and his men were soon pushing north towards the sound of the fighting.26


By 4 pm, Edgar and his had come up behind the 2/3rd Battalion defending the track. Scarcely had they done so when Brigadier Lloyd ordered Edgar to send two companies to help the 2/1st Battalion: ‘C’ Company led by Captain Athelstan Bosgard, a 28-year-old bank clerk from Sydney, and ‘D’ Company led by Captain Jack Blamey, a 28-year-old solicitor from Sydney (and nephew to General Thomas Blamey), reported to Cullen at 4.30 pm. Prior came forward to lead these men back to his company’s position covering the right flank, but they only reached his position as darkness set in. At around 6.30 pm these men heard heavy firing from the direction of the closed-in northern parts of the track to their left – they knew that this meant that Captain Basil Catterns and his 90-man force had closed in on the Japanese rear area.27
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‘HE GAVE ME A SMILE AND A NOD …’


Captain Basil Catterns and his men had made their broad sweep to the left at a point about three kilometres to the rear of the Japanese front. Silently and in closed-up single file they forced their way through tangled undergrowth and crocodile-infested swamps. The sound of Japanese guns and mortars gave them some idea of where they were in relation to the main Japanese positions and as the day lengthened, it guided them as they swung in towards the enemy positions. The battalion narrative of the Sanananda Campaign records that all through the day they could hear the ‘JAP guns and mortars mercilessly pounding our forces, so they altered course to make sure of skirting the wide Kunai and guided by the sound of the firing moved around wide to come in on the rear of the guns’.1


By 6 pm Corporal Ralph Albanese, a 23-year-old manager from Murwillumbah in New South Wales, commanding the leading section with ‘A’ Company, crossed a faint pad (narrow track) parallel to the main track. The pad showed signs of recent use and was close by a small stream. Stealthily Catterns and Albanese crept forward through the tall grass and bush, stopping when they overlooked a party of Japanese on their left who were huddled over fires cooking their evening meal. Through the trees activity on the main track and right of the track could be heard, with at least one mountain gun.2 Unknown to Catterns, he and his men were about 150 metres south of the Sanananda and Killerton track junction. Catterns recalled years later:


And I know where the gun is, it’s not just only the mountain gun, it’s machine guns and all kinds of action because the whole brigade’s involved, and we know exactly where it is because it’s there, you can hear it and you know where it is. So, we press on … we know exactly where we are, we reach the stage where we’ve turned right to come back now to the track behind the gun. And we haven’t gone far before Corporal Albanese signalled, ‘Stop,’ we step forward [through] jungle … vines that grab you, all your clothing all the time. Corporal Albanese doesn’t have to point it out, I can see exactly what he’s looking at, and there is a little sand beach, a little river running through it, gutter size river, but it looks like clear water.3


Lieutenant Andrew Murray, a 26-year-old bank officer from Wentworthville in New South Wales, with ‘A’ Company recalled: ‘Capt Catterns, at a signal, halted our silent advance and went forward when the forward scout Cpl Ralph Albanese, indicated that he had seen something significant. Within a few moments Catterns returned and called the officers to him. He said we were virtually on top of the Japanese positions and near the gun. It was too close to darkness to pull back and make another stab at the gun. He proposed to attack and discussed the proposal briefly with us’.4


Lieutenant Lance Hollingworth, a 33-year-old farmer from Baan Baa in New South Wales, with ‘D’ Company also recalled: ‘The reason why the Japanese were so completely surprised was the amount and depth of swamps we went through to get to the position. They were squatting around fires, cooking their tea, some were tending some mules just in front of me and completely unaware we were there’.5 Catterns continues:


The unmistakable footprints of the Japs, they had a split toe boot … I can see over on the left, native hut, Japanese boiling, cooking little tea, little fire, outside and there’s the track and the vehicle on it, and right over on the right is a big, big fig tree. All the rest is plantation with latter-day shrubs and so on growing in it, but an outstanding feature, that big fig tree, bigger than the one in Sydney Domain. And you can see, even from where we were, the big roots that go on. And of course, we can still hear the gun fire further to the right …. Now that’s got to be our objective …. What do we do with these? We can’t ignore them, we can’t, there’s no phone, I can’t discuss it with Paul Cullen. There’s no way I can think of going to lay down in the jungle and put in the attack in the dawn or something, all too risky. So, we’ve got ten minutes, that’s all, and then it’s dark. We will attack.6


Catterns’ force was too small to split; he could not send half against the gun and the other to the key objective, the track. The Japanese were clearly occupying these positions in strength. While they would take out the gun if they could, their key objective was to slash their way to the track and hold the position, enabling the rest of the battalion to advance.7 Cullen recalled giving his orders for the attack:


‘Platoon commanders, there’s Japs there and there’s the track and there’s the big fig tree and the gun we’re looking for, the mountain gun, is further to the right.’ ‘So, what we’re going to do is go to the left and attack this group of Japs and get out on the track, turn right and go along the track until we come to the big fig tree. And we will form a perimeter defence around that tree and wounded can be dragged along and propped up in between these great big roots.’ So, all this in a one-minute brief. ‘But here we’re going to go line out, a couple of paces between each man, and one company there and one company there, all in one line, and we go right through that Japanese position. We do not stop to go into the huts and see who’s hiding in there, we just go right through and onto the track, and then quickly go along and we dig in at that fig tree.’ Now all of those would have been two thousand yards. And the other part of the order was, ‘Dead quiet, don’t do anything, don’t shoot, we’ve got surprise, keep it to the last minute. Don’t do anything until something happens, when something happens, fire’.8


They remained unobserved by the Japanese as they assembled, each company in extended order, five paces between each man. Lieutenant Gordon Leaney, leading ‘A’ Company, was on the right (south) astride the little stream, while Captain Archibold Simpson, a 32-year-old journalist from Sydney commanding ‘D’ Company, was on the left (north) and would use the foot pad as a start-line. Leaney had figured prominently in the fighting to take Gorari the month before and was lucky to have survived.9


Lieutenant Andrew Murray, with ‘A’ Company recalled just before they launched their attack:


On my sector, on the extreme right, there was just one line. Lt Leaney was ten yards to the left of me and a little forward of the line. Capt Catterns was further left, and D Company appeared to be on his left. As we stood on the start line, Lt Leaney looked over to me. He gave me a smile and a nod that was full of almost cheerful zest and encouragement. It seemed to say: ‘This is going to be good – we’ll do them over’. It reminded me of the football kick-off at school and a good captain’s encouragement. I will never forget this touch of leadership so typical of this young and able officer. Within a few minutes he was to be killed.10


Catterns gave the signal and his men moved forward in a slow, deliberate advance through the darkening bush in extended order. They drew close to the unsuspecting Japanese. Scarcely 50 metres separated them from the enemy when suddenly the Japanese saw them.11


The Australians, on seeing they had been spotted, poured fire into the Japanese, while continuing their advance in extended line straight for the centre of the enemy position. Twenty-two-year-old Corporal Alan Gamble, from Hanwood in New South Wales, was with 9 Platoon, ‘A’ Company, and recalled:


On a wave from Basil Catterns, we moved in one line, about 4 or 5 yards between men. As we went forward, I am sure that not one man doubted the capacity of the mate alongside him – it was a wonderful feeling, I could see a native cutting wood and thought, ‘he must look up soon’. I looked across at ‘Happy’ Jack Williams. He had his ‘Jap killing face’ on. I could see the cane and vine entanglements just ahead. We must have travelled about 50 yards, and I said quietly to Frank Owen, alongside me: ‘I hope we make that entanglement before the show starts.’ Before Frank could answer all hell broke loose! Where we got the energy is unexplainable. There was only a slight hesitation at the entanglement, I think some did not see it until they were in it. I heard Basil Catterns call ‘Keep going! We want the track!’12


They smashed through the western flank of the Japanese, pushing through fences of tangled vines, into a network of trenches. Lieutenant Lance Hollingworth, with ‘D’ Company on the left (north) recalled:


The enemy had trenches supported by double apron fences of lawyer vine with gaps in them. I saw a lot of men using these gaps and they were being mown down by machine guns, apparently on fixed lines. The noise was bedlam and I kept yelling out for them to keep away from the gaps and go through the fence. Here Pte [Radford] Smith, known as ‘Mum’, did a splendid job. He rushed in with his machete flailing and slashing great gaps in the cane fences. His action must have saved us many lives.


As the attack progressed, the whole company was getting more and more casualties. The fire was coming from forward of my left flank. We discovered it was a machine gun under the floor of a big hut on the left and we were firing our way towards it. Capt Simpson came to me and pointed out that I was getting off my bearing of the axis of attack. I told him what was happening, and he told me to try and take the gun out. As he moved away from me, he was shot down. Lt John Dyer and Sgt Stuart Brown then came and told me that Capt Harry Wiseman had been killed.i I told them to keep going, as before, and just as we went to part, we walked onto a Japanese machine gun in a trench – everyone fired together – the Japanese went down and none of us was hurt.


Cpl Viv Twomey’s section did a good job. He and Pte Cyril Tranter got some grenades into that hut, but both were wounded, Tranter rather badly,ii Twomey in the arm. Capt Jock Simpson was asking weakly for help – he could not move – one bullet had gone through his throat and neck. I left Cpl George Graham with him to do what he could. After going right through the Japanese huts and positions, Capt Catterns ordered us to dig in and I tried to organise D Company. Pte Peter Maloney was the only man who appeared unhurt in 17 Platoon and reached the objective.13


Lieutenant John McClure, a 23-year-old salesman from Sydney who led 17 Platoon, was killed in the fighting.14 Lieutenant John Dyer, leading 18 Platoon, also recalled:


During our initial advance (on the extreme left), I saw no forward sentries. It was not until firing commenced on my right flank that Japanese heads appeared in the forward bunkers; faces that expressed surprise and fear.


My platoon crashed the ‘wire’ without casualty. Just as we spotted our first stronghold my Tommy gun jammed. I knelt and fired the gun with the aid of Sgt Stuart Brown. My platoon sergeant. This time it did not fail and spewed into a crowded bunker. Sgt Brown did better. He scored with a burst of about ten shots, and the stronghold was clear …


The right flank platoons were bearing southeast. I fanned my platoon, still on the left flank, and after travelling about 300 yards I reached the track and reported it to Hollingworth, now in charge of D Company. Here we were warned by a forward platoon, now adjacent to the road, that the Japanese were approaching, oblivious of our presence. Two grenades were thrown on to the group of some ten to twelve enemy, sending most of them to join their honourable ancestors. Quiet reigned for about ten minutes. Capt Catterns ordered my platoon to recross the track to the south and form a perimeter. We occupied a few Japanese fox holes and proceeded to dig our own defences.15


On the right (south), were the men of ‘A’ Company. Corporal Gamble witnessed the mortal wounding of Lieutenant Leaney as he led ‘A’ Company into the Japanese defences, along with the death of his mate Private Harry Clout, a 21-year-old farmer from Goulburn in New South Wales: ‘Moving towards the track, on my right, Gordon Leaney was wounded, so I headed towards him to give assistance, but I had only gone a short distance when I was wounded myself in the left hand. Basil Catterns and Alan Jones were going to assist Gordon, so I pushed onto the track. Just forward and slightly to the left across the track Harry Clout was using his Bren with much effect. I must pay tribute to Harry here. Throughout the whole Owen Stanleys, Harry proved himself a brave and fearless soldier … This brave soldier just made and crossed the track when he too was killed’.16


Captain Basil Catterns continues his narrative:


I’m with Gordon Leaney, company commander, he’s lieutenant but he’s sure to be a captain, after this. And so, he’s only a couple of feet over there, I’m with his company and very quickly he slumps down, he’s been hit. So, I go down on my knees behind him, because he was a lovely, young man, and he was, had so much potential in him. And I lift him up under his arms to pull him back and all I do is lift him up in front of me and voopt, and he’s shot again. And all I’ve done is hold him up so he could get shot again. So, I was so upset about that, that I grabbed the grenade I had in my hand and raced forward and hurled it at the sound rather than the sight of where they were, because it’s a fence made of vines wound together with path, the object is to drive us into a line of fire down there. So anyway, I was so upset that I’ve thrown this grenade, it’s gone right up to the fence and thrown .... And I know then that I’ve got troops all over the place going down onto the road, which is only a hundred yards away, and starting to go along the road, to the right.17


Lieutenant Andrew Murray, leading 7 Platoon, ‘A’ Company, also recalled breaking through the Japanese defences to make his way with some of his men to the main track:


There was a crash of fire along the whole front, as the 18 Bren and 36 TSMGs, rifles and grenades opened up. Momentarily some men went to ground but responded to the call ‘Keep moving’. Within a few yards, my platoon came on a set of lawyer vine entanglements about 30 inches high [around one metre] and we all hesitated. I was most apprehensive as thoughts of ‘fixed lines of fire’ along the fence flashed through my mind. I realised that nothing could be more dangerous than to stay still where we were, so summoning all the nonchalance I could get into my voice, I called: ‘Come on, we’ll go over the fence – like this’. As I put my left foot over, Sgt Sid Cheney, who was on my left, commenced also and all the line moved over without hesitation. To my immense relief there was no fixed line fire along the fence. Although there was savage fire along the whole front, we had not seen a Jap or been fired on – yet. Within a few minutes we reached the road. Sgt Cheney, Pte Dan Mooney, Pte Wal McColl and myself were together.


I had reached the track and had no idea what was happening elsewhere. Suddenly a Japanese soldier appeared a few feet in front of me, screaming in obvious panic. I gave him a burst with my Tommy gun, he went down! I quickly placed the few men with me in a defensive perimeter and made quite sure the immediate area was cleared. Fearing that the Japanese soldier, who was still alive, was feigning helplessness, I fired two pistol shots into his head at close quarters. I then sent a runner to my company commander, ‘that I was astride the track’.


We waited tensely for several minutes and then received a message that we were to recross the track and pull back onto the side from which we had advanced. This we did and found Lt Blakiston with the remainder of A Company. He said: ‘Gordon has been hit’, I said: ‘Is he killed?’ ‘Oh no – I don’t know – but he is out of action’, he answered: ‘Well that puts you in charge of the company’ I said. ‘Yes – I suppose so’, he said. He talked with Capt Catterns and said that we were to dig in and hold a perimeter. It was now dark and quiet and with only a little spasmodic shooting in the distance. Lt Blakiston indicated platoon and section areas. He said: ‘Get below ground as quickly as you can and be ready for [a] counterattack’. We placed our men in positions and started to dig. The area was very scrubby, and our company area would not have been more than fifty feet long [about 17 metres]. To the north of us was D Company.18


Catterns’ men would later estimate that they had killed at least 80 in the initial assault, but they too lost heavily. Among the Australian dead were five of the ten officers – including both company commanders, Captain Archibold Simpson and Lieutenant Gordon Leaney. Also killed were Captain Harry Wiseman, with ‘D’ Company; Lieutenant Frank Owen, a 24-year-old panel beater from Wallsend in New South Wales, who commanded 8 Platoon, ‘A’ Company; and Lieutenant John McClure, who led 17 Platoon, ‘D’ Company. All had fought with great gallantry during the advance and fighting along the Kokoda Track and during the battles to take Gorari.19 With the deaths of the company commanders, Lieutenant Charles Blakiston, a 30-year-old insurance inspector from Newcastle in New South Wales, now commanded ‘A’ Company, while Lieutenant Lance Hollingworth commanded ‘D’ Company.20


The scattered attackers were now reorganising a defensive position in depth just west of the main track, with ‘D’ Company on the left (north) and ‘A’ Company to their right (south). The wounded were laid round the huge fig tree with thick roots spreading out well above the ground, forming some protection. Catterns noted a network of Japanese telephone cables running alongside the track, which were duly cut; he recalled:


As I’m going along the track, the road, the enormity of the situation tells, grabs me for the first time. And that is that all the signal lines laying on the road, it would have been a dozen of them, they were black, they were green lines, they were yellow lines coaxial cable, there were a whole lot of them, and I knew then that what I’d stumbled onto was a big event …. I sort the men out …. We dig … holes everywhere, and me to. I might say we don’t carry shovels, we wear tin hats, so you dig a hole with your hat and more often than not it fills up half with water before you go further.


Anyway, we do that and then the Japs come looking out to find out where the break in the phone system is, but they come along the road, yeah, the road chattering without any security at all. Instead of tip toeing along when they could’ve probably surprised us and pounced on us, but they didn’t, they’re [chattering] walking along. And the next thing one of the boys on that side of the tree has hurled a grenade and later we found that there were twelve or about fifteen Japs dead on the road. And then there was all sorts of incidents that kept us awake all night. They started to circle around to find out where we were, and probing and calling out in English, ‘Hey Bill, Bill, where are you, Bill?’ And once I copped a grenade which luckily fell short, when they said, ‘Righto sir, where we are?’ They just used the ‘sir.’ Slow learner. Right, I’ve learned it.21


Lieutenant Andrew Murray, with ‘A’ Company, also recalled targeting the Japanese as they arrived to repair the line: ‘We heard noisy chattering of someone coming along the track to our rear. We decided to hold our fire and let them have a couple of grenades when they were opposite us. We didn’t know if there were a party sent to attack us or a decoy. Two grenades were thrown by Sgt [John] Ledden and Pte [Daniel] Mooney. Judging by the screams they were effective’.22


Lieutenant Lance Hollingworth, now commanding ‘D’ Company also recalled these Japanese: ‘During the night, Japanese patrols came down from the north to look for their cut signal wire. They were like a lot of chattering monkeys and made no attempt at silence, but on the third occasion, the Japanese chatter stopped suddenly, and a Japanese voice said in English: ‘Oh I say, look here!’ then a mad rush – I think they came on to their other dead patrols’.23


Lieutenant John Dyer, leading 18 Platoon, ‘D’ Company, recalled the Japanese counterattack as they consolidated their position just left of the track along a north–south axis about 150 metres south of the track junction:


A small force of Japanese attacked our position with grenades. Strangely, they failed to use small arms fire. We repelled the attack, but not before one of them had crept right up to my hole and rolled a grenade to the bottom. How does one scramble from a fox hole to avoid a bursting grenade and annihilate an enemy, all in a fraction of a second?


Within half an hour, the position was intolerable. It seemed the whole Japanese army was set on the purpose of tearing apart 18 Platoon. The enemy had commenced to reorganise their defences and attack. We had little time to dig holes in the sandy, watery earth before they were upon us, throwing grenades and using small arms weapons including automatics. Sgt Brown and I dived for the nearest hole and retaliated. For the next hour or so, the enemy manoeuvred, trying to find our weaker spots. They found many as they had [the] … advantage of being able to move in a wide circle and use undulating country, particularly the slopes overlooking our positions.


Night was a blessing, but on the debit side, we had thoughts of the day to come, with no sign of reinforcements and the bloody pitched battle sure to eventuate at the break of day.24


During darkness, these men continued to dig in and strengthen their position. To the east they could hear what appeared to be a significant Japanese force. The noise of trucks slowly fading northwards told these men of the evacuation of enemy casualties. During the night, another 15 casualties were inflicted on the Japanese who tried to pass along the track in the dark, likely unaware that a small but determined Australian force had infiltrated their rear position. All knew that dawn must bring a determined Japanese counterattack to drive them out of their position.25
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