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PROLOGUE




Japanese Major General Horii Tomitarô, commanding the South Seas Force, was originally tasked with conducting a reconnaissance in force to determine whether it was feasible to capture Port Moresby from the northern coast using the Kokoda Track. His initial force to conduct this operation was led by Lieutenant Colonel Tsukamoto Hatsuo, commanding the 1st Battalion, 144th Regiment (I/144th Regiment).


Facing these Japanese were the militiamen of the ‘B’ Company, Australian 39th Battalion along with members of the 1st Papuan Infantry Battalion (1st PIB) and the Royal Papuan Constabulary (RPC) who were eventually pushed off Kokoda Plateau, three weeks after the Japanese landings at Gona and Buna on 21 July 1942. During the fighting for the plateau, the 39th Battalion lost its commanding officer (CO), Lieutenant Colonel Bill Owen; just days before, the father figure of the battalion, Captain Samuel ‘Sam’ Templeton, had been killed at Oivi. A week later, on 8 August, with the arrival of the rest of the 39th Battalion, and its new temporary CO, the then Major Allan Cameron, an attempt was made to recapture Kokoda and its airstrip, with the men of ‘A’ Company succeeding in occupying the plateau. After two days of fighting, these men were forced to fall back to Deniki where the rest of the battalion had fallen back after failing to push through to support them.i


Two days after retaking Kokoda Plateau, Tsukamoto’s troops had climbed the northern slopes of the Owen Stanley Range, using the Kokoda Track, and after two days of fighting, captured Deniki on 14 August. Within 24 hours, the Australians were digging-in at Isurava about ten kilometres south of Deniki, as the crow flies. For two weeks, Tsukamoto and his men remained at Deniki, building up their supplies and awaiting the arrival of the rest of their regiment.


Meanwhile, Horii, who was commanding the main body of the South Seas Force, landed near Buna on 19 August – his mission had now changed from conducting a reconnaissance in force to conducting combat operations to cross the Owen Stanleys to capture Port Moresby, using the Kokoda Track. His force was built around the two fresh battalions of the 144th Regiment, consisting of Major Horie Tadashi and his men of the II/144th Regiment and Lieutenant Colonel Kuwada Gen’ichirŏ and his men of the III/144th Regiment (a Japanese regiment is essentially the same as an Australian brigade, each with three battalions numbering approximately 500 men per battalion).


At once, Horie and Kuwada hurried forward to the front where they joined Lieutenant Colonel Tsukamoto and his command on 24 August, who had spearheaded the invasion weeks earlier. Soon, the Japanese 41st Regiment and its three battalions commanded by Colonel Yazawa Kiyoshi would land in Papua and rush forward to support the advance. Unlike the Australians, both Japanese regiments were well supported with medium to heavy machine guns, mortars, and mountain artillery.


Horii’s plan was for Tsukamoto and Kuwada’s battalions to take Isurava, supported with combat engineers, dismounted cavalry and mortars and mountain guns. Tsukamoto’s battalion would attack, advancing down Kokoda Track, while Kuwada’s battalion would attempt a western-flanking manoeuvre along the high ground just west of Isurava. Further east, along Misima Ridge, Horie’s battalion also conducted a flanking movement, but his objective was to capture Alola, placing him behind the Australians dug-in at Isurava.


General Horii finally launched his attack on 26 August. Just two days later (28 August), acknowledging the difficulties at Guadalcanal and the disaster at Milne Bay, the Imperial Headquarters in Tokyo while ordering Horii to continue his advance, ordered him not to attack Port Moresby, rather he was to take up a defensive position just north and await orders for a renewal of the offensive. Horii would not receive these orders until mid-September, and he would select Ioribaiwa Ridge as his base for future operations against the township.




* * *


As planned, Tsukamoto and Kuwada attacked the Australians militiamen at Isurava, who were now led by their new CO, Lieutenant Colonel Ralph Honner, who had arrived at Isurava a week before. Meanwhile, Horie was developing his flanking manoeuvre to the east, pushing back the ill-equipped and poorly trained militiamen of the 53rd Battalion who had arrived just days earlier to defend Alola and the eastern and western tracks that converged at the village. To lose Alola would mean Honner and his men at Isurava would be completely cut off and surrounded.


Luckily for Honner and his men, the veterans of the Australian 21st Brigade, led by Brigadier Arnold Potts, were now advancing along the track to reinforce Honner. These men of the 2nd Australian Imperial Force (2nd AIF) had fought with great distinction in Syria, and had arrived back in Australia months before. The battle-hardened veterans of the 2/14th and 2/16th battalions were now being pushed up the Kokoda Track. The first men of the 2/14th Battalion arrived at Isurava on the afternoon of the day that Horii launched his attack. The men of the 2/16th Battalion arrived soon after at Alola, taking over its defence from the militiamen of the 53rd Battalion who were soon after ordered back to Port Moresby, as they were considered more of a hindrance, and Potts needed to relieve his supply situation.


Potts and Honner’s men suffered heavily after a week of constant combat and were forced to conduct a fighting withdraw down the track – a major problem was the lack of supplies. The Australians were fighting well forward of their main supply base, while the Japanese at this point were still close to their supplies built-up at Kokoda. It was now that Potts finally got the welcomed news that his remaining unit, the 2/27th Battalion, was moving up the track to reinforce his depleted battalions. Many of his men from the 2/14th and 2/16th battalions, along with some from the 39th Battalion were missing from the fighting in and around Isurava and Alola, lost in the jungle and cloud-covered ridges and valleys of the Owen Stanleys, blindly pushing south to hopefully contact the brigade. Many of these men would never be seen again, including the commander of the 2/14th Battalion, Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Key.


With the arrival of the 2/27th Battalion, Honner and his men were finally relieved and ordered down the line to regroup and reequip, having fought the Japanese alone for over a month, and in doing so, suffered around 50 per cent casualties. Traditionally, losses approaching ten per cent are considered a ‘blood bath’.


At this point, Horii was determined to outflank, surround, and finally destroy the Australian force thought to be taking up a position around Templeton’s Crossing and Myola. Horii was now reinforced with the arrival in the forward area of two battalions of the 41st Regiment: Major Koiwai Mitsuo and his men of the II/41st Regiment; and Major Koboyahi Asao and his men of the III/41st Regiment. These men had landed at Buna on 21 August and immediately committed. Horii now had five battalions numbering around 2500 men, strongly reinforced with additional combat engineers, artillery, and service troops of various kinds. Potts’ force was now essentially a composite battalion of around 700 battle-weary men from the 2/14th and 2/16th battalions, having suffered over 30 per cent casualties combined, and unlike the Japanese, they had no heavy machine guns or artillery and only a few mortars.


* * *


Potts’ men momentarily took up a position just north of Templeton’s Crossing. For the first time in a week, they were able to brew themselves a mug of tea and get a hot meal. Potts realised he could not hold any position for long unless he was heavily reinforced and until the Japanese were burdened with an extended supply line, slowing their advance and sapping their strength.


On 1 September, he informed his commanding officer, Major General Arthur ‘Tubby’ Allen, a 48-year-old accountant from Hurstville in New South Wales, who was now commanding the Australian 7th Infantry Division based in Port Moresby, that he intended to establish a defensive position halfway between Myola and Efogi.


Next morning – 2 September – the 2/16th Battalion was positioned an hour’s march north of Templeton’s Crossing while the 2/14th Battalion were still further north trying to hold back the Japanese advance. The men of the 2/16th Battalion had been strengthened that morning with the return of some of their lost mates who had been cut off over the last few days. Captain Phillip Rhoden, second-incommand (2i/c) of the 2/14th Battalion and now commanding the unit in Key’s absence, led the survivors of his battalion through the 2/16th Battalion’s lines at about 10 am.


About an hour later, the Japanese were attacking the men of ‘A’ Company, 2/16th Battalion, while other Japanese troops moved around their western flank along the high ground. On being told his position was being flanked, the commanding officer of the 2/16th Battalion, Lieutenant Colonel Albert Caro, had no option but to fall back towards Templeton’s Crossing sooner than planned. ii


To make matters worse, that night (2 September), a Japanese convoy disembarked a further 1000 fresh troops and supplies near Buna, which included Colonel Yazawa’s I/41st Regiment. The 41st Regiment was based on four companies per battalion, unlike the 144th Regiment, which had just three companies per battalion. The men of the I/41st Regiment were rushed inland to help reinforce their comrades. Horii 





 would soon have a two brigade-group to conduct combat operations against the out-numbered Australians, which could barely muster a brigade, even with the soon to arrive 2/27th Battalion.


The Japanese were now approaching Templeton’s Crossing. The race was on for Potts to establish a defensive position somewhere near Efogi, located in the very heart of the Owen Stanleys; luckily for him, the 2/27th Battalion was fast approaching that very position, which was soon to be known as ‘Brigade Hill’, or better known to those who would fight there as ‘Butcher’s Corner’.









i For a detailed account of the Japanese invasion, the fighting in the lowland fetid swamps just north of the Owen Stanleys, and the tragedy that befell those trapped behind the Japanese lines during the first month of the invasion — military and civilian — see Cameron, The Battles for Kokoda Plateau: three weeks of hell defending the gateway to the Owen Stanleys.


ii For a detailed account of the fighting around Deniki, Isurava, Alola, and Eora Creek, see Cameron, The Battle for Isurava: fighting on the Kokoda Track in the heart of the Owen Stanleys.
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‘… THEY NEED TO BE BLOODED’




In late August 1942, Australian Lieutenant General Thomas Blamey – a 58-year-old professional soldier from Victoria, who was commanding the Allied Land Forces, South West Pacific Area (SWPA) – and his superior, the 62-year-old American general, Douglas MacArthur, who was the Supreme Commander of Allied Forces in the SWPA, were finally coming to the realisation that something had to be done to support the Australians fighting along the Kokoda Track. For over a month, both men let the Japanese dictate offensive operations, barely even reacting to the Japanese. However, panic now had seemingly set in at their respective headquarters in Australia.1 On 30 August, MacArthur radioed alarmingly to the Joint Chiefs of Staff in Washington:


Unless the strategic situation is constantly reviewed in the light of current enemy potentialities in the Pacific and unless moves are made to meet the changing conditions, a disastrous outcome is bound to result shortly; it is no longer a question here of preparing a projected offensive; without additional naval forces, either British or American, and unless steps are taken to match the heavy air and ground forces the enemy is assembling, I predict the development shortly of a situation similar to those that have successfully overwhelmed our forces in the Pacific since the beginning of the war.2


Australian Lieutenant General Sydney Rowell, a 48-year-old professional soldier from South Yarra in Victoria – who commanded all Australian troops in New Guinea, known as the New Guinea Force (NGF) – was concerned about the condition of the 21st Brigade now trying to hold back the Japanese on the Kokoda track. Even so, he was far from convinced that this Japanese force alone could capture Port Moresby. By the time they fought their way to the outskirts of the township – if they could get that far – Rowell was sure the Japanese would be strangled by the long supply line back to the northern side of the Owen Stanleys. Indeed, the problem of supply for the Japanese increased the further south they advanced.


The opposite was true for Brigadier Arnold Potts, a 46-year-old farmer from Kojonup in Western Australia, and his men of the 21st Brigade, as they got closer to Port Moresby. Rowell later stated: ‘At no time did I consider that the capture of Moresby by the enemy from the north was possible’.3 That said, if this Japanese force was the vanguard of a much larger force that was to descend upon Port Moresby via the track, or a supporting Japanese invasion force along the south coast – all bets were off. It was also known that with each passing day, the Japanese were landing more troops at the Buna and Gona beachheads.


Blamey and MacArthur remained ignorant of the facts on the ground, with MacArthur making disparaging remarks about the failure of Potts’ men of Maroubra Forceiii to halt the Japanese advance; many of whom now lay dead or dying on the northern lowlands or in the heart of the Owen Stanleys, while the survivors continued to conduct a fighting withdraw back towards Port Moresby. MacArthur complained about the Australians while he stayed safely and comfortably ensconced in Australia, having made no serious attempt to support Lieutenant General Rowell and NGF.4


Even with the definitive Australian victory against the Japanese invasion at Milne Bay, located at the easternmost tip of Papua in late August, MacArthur and his headquarters staff remained extremely nervous and jittery. In a personal letter to Rowell on 1 September, 





 Major General George Vasey, a 47-year-old professional soldier from Victoria and Deputy Chief of the General Staff (DCGS) wrote: ‘GHQ is like a b----y barometer in a cyclone – up and down every two minutes … they need to be blooded’.5


Rowell judged he could not rely on the militia forces that formed the bulk of the strength available to him for the defence of Port Moresby and for operations in the mountains – even though the courage of the militiamen of the 39th Battalion, 30th Brigade, indicated otherwise. He was now trying to get additional 2nd AIF forces sent to him – none of his men of the militia 14th Brigade had been committed to combat, being based in Port Moresby since arriving almost six months before – most having been used as wharf labourers, unloading supplies.6 On 29 August, Rowell was informed that the 2nd AIF battalions of the 25th Brigade were going to Milne Bay, and he urgently signalled Blamey:


Allen has now had good chance to see 14 Infantry Brigade and is by no means impressed with their efficiency and general standard of training. This is no reflection on their courage, but units contain a large number of young men not yet properly developed or trained. His view with which I concur is that 25 Infantry Brigade is required here if this place is to be regarded as reasonably secure from major seaborne attack .... Your decision will naturally depend on the outcome of the operations now in progress at Milne Bay. But bearing in mind the difficulties of quick reinforcement I submit that it is advisable to spare no sacrifice to collect ships to bring these seasoned troops in now.7


Blamey initially rejected the request, but Rowell emphasised the need for the brigade to be sent to Port Moresby: ‘After the experience of the 53rd Battalion I can have NO repeat NO confidence that any A.M.F. unit will stand’.8 Rowell’s assessment along with the 



 Australian victory at Milne Bay bore fruit, and Rowell was informed on 3 September that the destination of the 25th Brigade had changed to Port Moresby. That said, the availability of troop transports remained a serious problem.9


Blamey had apparently awoken to the dangers to Port Moresby; alarmed about developments along the Kokoda Track and the likelihood of another Japanese invasion along its southern coast to support the attack against the township. He now informed Rowell that both the 2nd AIF 16th and 17th brigades, which had just arrived from Ceylon (present day Sri Lanka), were now available. Rowell replied that he would like the 16th Brigade sent forward in addition to maintaining the two-militia 14th and 30th brigades as well as 2nd AIF 25th Brigade. No sooner had he submitted his request, Blamey confused the issue by proposing that the 2nd AIF 16th Brigade would relieve one of the militia brigades.10


It was now that American Major General Richard Sutherland, MacArthur’s Chief of Staff, arrived at Port Moresby. It was quickly decided that the US 128th Regiment, 32nd Division, would be sent to Port Moresby. This regiment, however, was directed by MacArthur to find a new track across Papua to flank the Japanese and strike them in the rear. MacArthur was obsessed with flanking manoeuvres against the enemy, even when terrain, vegetation and just as critically logistics dictated that such tactics were futile. In Papua, such flippant decisionmaking could all too easily see his own force strangled by logistical bottlenecks. It has been said that military amateurs focus on strategy and tactics, while professionals concentrate on logistics – nowhere was this truer than in the jungles and highlands of the Owen Stanleys of Papua New Guinea.11


While these high-level discussions were going on, Rowell had to halt the Japanese advance, but he assessed that the imminent danger was not that Port Moresby would be captured, but rather, Japanese infiltration parties would cause havoc with Allen’s lines of supply and morale. Enemy parties could work their way down to the Moresby area, using the Brown, Goldie and Laloki rivers. This threat became increasingly likely as the main Japanese force got closer to the Ioribaiwa and Imita ridges just north of Port Moresby. The township, however, would be in danger if the Japanese landed a supporting force along the southern coast of Papua like the one just repulsed at Milne Bay.12


Major General Allen, head of the Australian 7th Division, had been unable to exclusively focus his attentions on operations in the Owen Stanleys, as he was also responsible for the defence of Port Moresby, not just from the Japanese advancing down the Kokoda Track, but also from a possible seaborne invasion. Lieutenant General Rowell’s task as head of NGF had become even more critical, with Japanese operations against Milne Bay. Realising the urgency playing itself out along the track, Rowell was now able to free Allen from the responsibility of defending Port Moresby with the Australian victory at Milne Bay. Finally, Allen could give his undivided attention to the forward operations along the Kokoda Track.13







iii Maroubra Force was the name given to the men fighting the Japanese along the Kokoda Track.
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‘WE WANTED THE SOLDIERS TO BE ALIVE’




In the heart of the cloud-covered mountains and valleys of the Owen Stanleys, Maroubra Force was preparing to fall back towards Myola. Captain Burt Kienzle – a 37-year-old planter and gold miner who had established his home at Yodda Valley in the mid-1930s, which was not far from Kokoda – had observed two large dry lakes when flying from Yodda to Port Moresby before the war. With war and the desperate supply situation, he had cut a track from what became known as Templeton’s Crossing on the main track to the dry lakes. He named the position Myola, an Australian Indigenous word meaning ‘dawn of day’.


These lakes now represented the main supply depot for Maroubra Force because the Allied ‘biscuit bombers’ could readily drop supplies in the clearly defined area, and they could quickly be recovered by waiting ground troops. Within days, Kienzle and his workforce had cut another track directly linking Myola to Efogi, bypassing the need to go through Kagi. This part of the Kokoda Track from Kagi to Templeton’s Crossing became known as the ‘pre-war track’ and was now seldom used. It would, however, enable flanking manoeuvres by the enemy to bypass Myola.1


In December 1941, Bert Kienzle had been in Sydney with his wife, Meryl, and their two children, Carl and Katherine, on an overdue vacation. It was there that they heard of the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbour. Bert left his family safely in Sydney and returned to Kokoda and Yodda. On returning, he was attached to the Australian military government just established in Papua, which was the Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit (ANGAU).




In June 1942, he became responsible for organising Papuan carrying parties for Maroubra Force along the Kokoda Track through the Owen Stanleys. These carrying parties were crucial in getting supplies to the frontline and getting the gravely wounded out. Even with the superhuman effort of the carriers, however, they alone could not hope to keep the troops supplied; air drops by biscuit bombers at Myola were a critical part of the Australian logistical hub on the track.2


American historian Eric Bergerud wrote: ‘As the advance continued the Japanese learned some bitter lessons. Supply was a terrible problem for everyone concerned. The Australians had a [position] at Myola suitable for airdrops, but the Japanese lacked even that limited capability. Vehicles were useless. Australians later found the Kokoda Trail littered with the bicycles the Japanese had made famous in Malaya. Nor were there any ‘Churchill supplies’, enemy supplies captured as they fled. Unlike the supply depots the British used in Malaya, the Australians had very little to abandon. Furthermore, the Australians fell back but were never routed. This meant that Japanese supplies had to be carried forward’.3


* * *


Brigadier Arnold Potts knew his current position was hopeless for a concerted defence. During the early morning, Captain Clifford Thompson – a 27-year-old accountant from Caulfield in Victoria, who had been a member of the brigade staff – now rejoined the 2/14th Battalioniv as its adjutant. With the disappearance of the battalion CO, Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Key, a 36-year-old assistant sales manager from Armadale in Victoria, and many of its officers during the fighting around Isurava, Thompson was desperately needed.4 Captain Phillip Rhoden, a 28-year-old solicitor from Essendon in 





 Victoria, was now in temporary command of the 2/14th Battalion. Thompson recorded in his dairy a first-hand account of Potts’ strategy as of 2 September:


Most of us thought that the Brigade would make a stand in the Templeton’s Crossing area. This was soon found to be of no real value because the enemy could go up to Kagi [forcing a new path to the pre-war track] and so cut the whole Brigade off. I remember hearing Brigadier Potts say that he could easily order with confidence the Brigade to stand astride the track and hold till the last, but that would achieve nothing, as the track would still be open to Port Moresby, either by the enemy going round our perimeter or up through Kagi. Brigadier Potts, in his own confidant way, decided to go back in long bounds to Myola until he could gain contact with Moresby Headquarters and get a decision on future action. At no time did Brigadier Potts have any misgivings about what he would do. He could always turn round to fight the enemy, but he considered that his main role was the defence of the track (and, incidentally, Port Moresby) until such time as new troops could be employed to drive the enemy back.5


Thirty-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Geoffrey Cooper, from a prominent beer brewing family in Adelaide, and now commander of the 2/27th Battalion, years later succinctly recalled the situation that Potts faced: ‘There are no good positions in the jungle. The situation was a bit like being a halfback on a football field when darkness comes down. You’re trying to guard your goal, but you can’t see where the other team is running with the ball. Well, you have to drop back towards the goal .... Arnold realised well before HQ that his job was to keep his force between the enemy and Port Moresby and to whittle them away as he went .... It was a classic Fabian tactic – when Fabius Maximus fought a war of gradual attrition against the superior forces of Hannibal and depleted them until they could be defeated’.6




Radio communications between Maroubra Force and Port Moresby were also complicated at this point, as the large AWA (Australian Wireless Association) radio, which was operated by 21-year-old privates Clive Turnbull from Junee and 21-year-old Bernard ‘Spud’ Murphy from Wentworth Falls, both in New South Wales, was hit by Japanese fire. As members with the New Guinea Air Warning Wireless Company (NGAWWC), both men were instrumental in keeping communications open with Port Moresby and had done outstanding service since landing at the Kokoda airstrip on 24 July with Lieutenant Colonel Bill Owen, a 37-year-old bank clerk from Kew in Victoria, who was killed four days later during the first battle for Kokoda.7


The historian of the NGAWWC wrote: ‘The Japanese opened fire on the wireless lean-to for the last time. The Teleradio was hit. The vibrator was ruined, and the set therefore became useless. Time was taken to remove the crystals and the transmitter was dropped down a ‘thunder box’ [latrine] before the spotters took off. Murphy and Turnbull returned to the Convalescent Camp at Koitaki. Communications were taken over by the 1st Australian Corps’.8 Both men were awarded the Military Medal for their actions during the Kokoda Campaign. All communications with Port Moresby now depended on a single telephone cable strung from the front line back to Moresby.


* * *


Falling back with the exhausted Australians of the 21st Brigade along the track was Damien Parer, a 30-year-old combat cameraman from Melbourne. With him initially were war correspondents Osmar White, a 33-year-old journalist with Melbourne’s The Herald and Weekly Times and Chester Wilmot, a 31-year-old news broadcaster with the Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABC), also from Melbourne. They had just days before arrived at the Australian frontlines to cover the fighting but were now falling back with the troops heading south. While Parer remained with the frontline troops to film the fighting withdrawal, which would later become the source material for his ground-breaking film Kokoda Front Line, White and Wilmot left for Port Moresby at the request of Potts, to help emphasise the need for reinforcements and supplies. They had also heard of the fighting that had broken out at Milne Bay and hoped to cover the fighting there.9


In mid-September, White concluded to his readership in Australia his experience as they trekked back towards Port Moresby passing through the wounded: ‘I am ashamed of my aching legs, the weakness in my stomach, because the wounded are walking – more bravely by far, more cheerfully than I. Surely no war was ever fought under worse conditions then these: Surely no war has ever demanded more of a man in fortitude .... There can be no more fortitude than I saw on that track. Fortitude is not a thing to pity or be sad for. I wish, by some magic words, I could make all the mothers, the sweethearts, the wives – even the shirkers and place seekers and cowards at home – feel what I feel so passionately now. That what men suffer in their minds and bodies for a good cause is not suffering to be pitied or want for. It is suffering for which to be grateful and proud, with a calm heart’.10


* * *


During 2 September, the remaining unit from Potts’ 21st Brigade, the 2/27th Battalion, was finally approaching Menari. Lieutenant Colonel Geoffrey Cooper, and his men had only been released to Potts just days before. Given the logistical difficulties in crossing the track, the advance was made in two stages, with the Battalion CO going forward with ‘B’ and ‘A’ companies along with select HQ personnel (‘A’ Company was one day’s march behind ‘B’ Company). The second group was led by the 2i/c of the battalion, 33-year-old Major Denis White, from Kigwigil in New South Wales, with ‘C’ and ‘D’ companies and the remaining battalion HQ personnel; they were a few days march behind Cooper’s force.11


The battalion war diary records for 2 September that ‘B’ Company was followed by the headquarters personnel, who moved out at out 



 8 am from Nauro, with most arriving at Menari by 4 pm, where a hot meal was provided and all men slept under shelter. At this stage, Cooper’s force had lost three men (two unable to go any further while another suffered from dysentery). At Menari, Cooper met the divisional liaison officer and staff captain of the 30th Militia Brigade returning to Port Moresby.


On 1 September, White and his men had left the Port Moresby area, and the next day, they left Uberi. His advance party left at around 7.30 am, with the main body following an hour later. The bulk of his two companies arrived at Ioribaiwa by 4 pm, although some stragglers did not arrive until after 10 pm. All men were served a hot meal on arrival and remained under cover for the night.12


* * *


Regimental Medical Officer (RMO) Major Rupert Magarey, a 28-year-old physician from Adelaide, with the 2/6th Field Ambulance, was the senior medical officer in the forward area. Typically, an Australian Field Ambulance unit consisted of 12 medical officers (MO) and 225 other ranks (ORs), but they rarely operated at full strength during the war, and this was certainly the case for the track.13 Magarey had already seen the worst of what the Owen Stanleys and the Kokoda Track had to offer: ‘It was necessary to be quite ruthless .... Every man who could possibly walk had to, and over and over again men arriving at medical posts could be given only short rests and then had to be pushed on again. The fortitude and cheerfulness shown by the majority of these men was beyond praise and the feats of endurance performed by some of the wounded, particularly those with wounds of the lower limbs, were almost incredible’.14


The medical staff responsible for the treatment of the sick and wounded had begun evacuating Myola on 1 September after it became clear that no airstrip would be constructed to fly the wounded and sick back to Port Moresby. They were now establishing their aid post at Menari, south of Efogi. The three other medical officers charged with caring for these men had already been in the thick of the fighting, during the battles for Isurava, Alola, and Eora Creek.15


In charge at Menari was Major John Oldham, a 30-year-old physician from Sydney with the 2/6th Field Ambulance; however, at this point, he was moving south with the stretcher-cases from Myola. Assisting him at Menari were Captain Douglas Wallman, a 46-year-old physician from New Hindmarsh in South Australia, and Captain William McLaren, a 28-year-old medical practitioner from Chatswood in New South Wales – both were with the militia 14th Field Ambulance. Around 60 stretcher-cases and over 200 sick and walking wounded were received at their medical aid post on the first day alone. Within days, additional staff from the militia 14th Field Ambulance would arrive to assist, while another 24 members of the 2nd AIF 2/6th Field Ambulance, who had seen action in the Middle East, would also soon arrive.16


Among these new arrivals was Major Donald Brummitt, a 29-year-old physician from Dulwich in South Australia, who had just come forward with a second detachment of the 2/6th Field Ambulance to set up an Advanced Dressing Station at Efogi. Brummitt was to stage patients from there to the main aid post. A series of small medical posts had already been established at Templeton’s Crossing, Myola, Kagi, Efogi, Menari, Nauro, Ioribaiwa, Uberi, and finally Owers’ Corner.


The sick and wounded were now leapfrogging all the way back to the 2/9th Australian General Hospital at Port Moresby. Soon after establishing the surgery station at Menari, it was decided to move the medical post and its patients further south to Nauro, where all surgery could be better accomplished, closer to the base of supply.17


Crucial to the care of the sick and wounded were the Indigenous carriers from Papua and Rabaul. Papuan carrier Havala Laula, from Kagi, recalled years later helping to carry the stretcher-cases: ‘When Australians were wounded, we took them to Owers’ Corner .... We took off their bandages and rubbed their wounds with bush medicines. And then we wrapped leaves around their wounds. That made them feel better – they felt all right .... When a wounded soldier died, we’d bury him on his stretcher’.18 His friend and fellow carrier, Lubini Helia from Alola, also recalled years later: ‘We’d light their cigarettes and give them anything they wanted …. It was very, very hard [journey]. We wanted the soldiers to be alive; we didn’t want them to be dead. So even though it’s steep down and up we went as fast as we could’.19


Colonel Frank Norris, a 51-year-old physician from Melbourne, and chief medical officer of the Australian 7th Division, said of the stretcher-bearers on the Kokoda Track:


With improvised stretchers – one or two blankets lashed with native string to two long poles spread by stout traverse bars – as many as eight or ten native bearers would carry day after day. To watch them descend steep slippery spurs into a mountain stream, along the bed and up the steep ascent, was an object lesson in stretcher bearing. They carry stretchers over seemingly impassable barriers, with the patient reasonably comfortable. The care which they show to the patient is magnificent. Every need which they can fulfil is tended. If night finds the stretcher still on the track, they will find a level spot and build a shelter over the patient. They will make him as comfortable as possible, fetch him water and feed him if food is available – regardless of their own needs. They sleep four each side of the stretcher and if the patient moves or requires any attention during the night, this is given instantly.20


* * *


Further north, the men of the 2/14th and 2/16th battalions were leapfrogging their way back towards Myola as ordered. From around noon to 5 pm, 2 September, the men of the 2/16th Battalion had fought a delaying action against the Japanese of the II/41st Regiment about one kilometre north of Templeton’s Crossing. As darkness set in, they were able to use an eastern subsidiary path from the main 



 Kokoda Track to skirt around Templeton’s Crossing (then held by the men of the 2/14th Battalion) to rejoin the main track about halfway between the crossing and Myola; just behind was the steep grade up to the highest point of the track at close to 2100 metres above sea-level (about one-quarter the height of Mount Everest). By the time they reached the track junction during the late afternoon of 3 September, the men of the 2/14th Battalion had been forced to vacate Templeton’s Crossing, taking up a holding position just south of where Eora Creek crosses the main track, also south of the track juncture. Losing Templeton’s Crossing meant the Japanese could now easily flank and bypass Myola by using the old pre-war track. As the men of the 2/16th Battalion settled into this position, the men of the 2/14th Battalion set off for Myola at around 4 pm. The Japanese were not far behind.21







iv The 2/ indicates the 2/14th was a battalion of the 2nd AIF (serving in the Second World War) differing it from its parent unit the original 14th Battalion of the 1st AIF (serving in the First World War) – militia battalions such as the 3rd and 39th battalions were not part of the 2nd AIF and were not allocated this distinction.
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‘YOU DON’T EVEN SEE THE JAP WHO GETS YOU!’




On 3 September, Brigadier Arnold Potts and his staff had by 12.30 pm arrived at Myola from Templeton’s Crossing. At Myola, Potts received word from Major General Arthur Allen, which had a mixture of good and bad news: ‘Expect to have Ken here for dinner approximately 6 September …. Supply situation demands vital necessity for holding Myola as dropping area. No other area suitable to our planes and we cannot allow enemy to use Myola. Therefore, we must establish firm base forward of Myola as soon as possible. Is it possible to revert to offensive action now?’1


Potts know that this news implied that Brigadier Kenneth Eather, a 41-year-old dental mechanic from Bankstown in New South Wales, and his men of the Australian 25th Brigade were due to arrive in Port Moresby. The question about offensive operations, however, merely indicated the completed ignorance by his superiors in Port Moresby of the situation that he and his men were facing. Brigade Major Hugh Challen, a 36-year-old manufacturer from Melbourne, exploded: ‘If only they could see for themselves’.2 Potts took heed of Challen’s suggestion and requested that Allen or his General Staff Officer 1, Colonel Charles Spry, a 32-year-old regular soldier from Brisbane, come forward to see the situation for themselves, but before Allen could respond, Maroubra Force would be retiring south from Myola. Potts now requested that Challen move forward to assess the situation just south of the track junction where the men of the 2/14th Battalion were located.




* * *


Lieutenant Colonel Albert Caro, a 37-year-old accountant from Nedlands in Western Australia, and his battle-weary men of the 2/16th Battalion were still struggling over the rough country skirting to the east of Templeton’s Crossing using the eastern subsidiary track. The battalion the night before had rested along the narrow path before setting off again at around 5.30 am. Sergeant John Scott, a 28-year-old farmer from Katanning in Western Australia, with the intelligence section, ‘C’ Company, was scouting the way forward. Coming up behind the intelligence section, the men of the battalion were exhausted as they continued to push through the thick vegetation, forced to drink water oozing from the moss-covered trees. This subsidiary track led in a south-easterly direction down a spur. The track had probably been made by troops of their battalion who had been cut off during the fighting around Abuari days before. It was now that Lieutenant Stan Bisset, a 30-year-old clerk from Surrey Hills in Victoria, intelligence officer with the 2/14th Battalion, and some of his men now came across the rear elements of the 2/16th Battalion strung out along the narrow track.3


Just days before, Lieutenant Bisset had been with his brother ‘Butch’ as he took his final breath at the Isurava Rest House area after having been mortally wounded during the battle for Isurava. Within 24 hours of burying his brother, the young lieutenant and some of his men were swept into Eora Creek Valley as the Japanese broke through the Australian perimeter. With Bisset at the time was Warrant Officer (WO) Leslie Tipton, a 31-year-old truck driver from Melbourne, and several of their men. As the young lieutenant cautiously approached the track in front of his men, he was happily surprised not only to see Australians on the track, but a good friend of his from the 2/16th Battalion – 30-year-old Lieutenant Allan Haddy, from Laverton in Western Australia – who on seeing his mate replied: ‘G’day Stan, they were wondering where you had got to’.4 The young lieutenant recalled with great relief on finally reaching the Australian lines:


I could see a battle at Eora Creek, but we couldn’t get there, because of sheer drops and precipice and everything else on the other side. And I had to make a detour around and used the stars one night to check my position ... we had to get back to Alola [but] …. we found that Alola was occupied by the Japs, so we then had to go back to Eora Creek …. I had to make a detour a little bit further to the east and ultimately, we got onto a ridge …. We’d been about four days [out] and wet every night and we only had one emergency ration per man for the five days and it was raining pretty [heavily] every afternoon and we were wet and cold, and we decided it was raining so heavily that we’d try and make a bit of a lean-to. So, we cut a tree and made some bamboo supports and picked up pandanus leaves and put them over the top, then the eleven … or thirteen of us … lay virtually on top of one another on the ground to keep our body warmth. To try and keep it, get some sleep for the few hours and I know that will live in my memory because the smell from the wounds of the three-walking wounded was pretty high and pretty terrible, but it was something that did live in your memory ….




Bill Lynn, my sergeant, he had a number of spare dressings …. I delegated him to look after the wounded and he treated them very well. Once a day he [put] new dressings on their wounds … after the fifth day I was … getting worried and we came onto a track on this high ridge and I could see by the track that recently somebody had been over it and I couldn’t immediately tell whether it was our troops or Japanese troops but it was heading in the right direction and suddenly I was about two or three hundred metres ahead of the rest of them and Les Tipton … said, ‘Stan you’re going too quick. They can’t keep up’. I said, ‘Les, I’ve gotta push them along because if we don’t get in there quickly, well, the Japs will be in front of us’. So fortunately, in about another ... half an hour, I came face to face with the rear guard of the 2/16th Battalion and it was Alan Haddy … he was acting as the rearguard there and we faced each other with rifles ... I said, ‘Thank God for you, Alan!’ I said, ‘Think you could drop off a few tins of bully beef or something. My blokes are pretty starving’.5




By 3.30 pm, Scott and his small party had reached the main Kokoda Track. Here they were instructed by the Brigade Major Challen that when the battalion arrived, it was to take over the defence of the position that was now occupied by the men of the 2/14th Battalion just south of the track juncture.6 It was not until around 4 pm that the bulk of the men of the 2/16th Battalion emerged from the jungle onto the main Kokoda Track. On arriving, these men took over the position from Captain Phillip Rhoden and his men of the 2/14th Battalion.


It was now that another party of lost men from the 2/14th Battalion came in. Lieutenant George Pearce, a 33-year-old orchardist from Shepparton in Victoria, came in with his section from 16 Platoon. Pearce and these men had last been seen trying to take out a Japanese machinegun position during the fighting for Isurava. Most believed that they had been massacred as they had ventured out beyond the Australian frontlines, and no word had been heard from them since. During the battle for Isurava, Sergeant William Irwin, a 29-year-old labourer from Seddon in Victoria, was with him. Pearce had sent Irwin back to try to contact their CO at Isurava, but that was the last they had seen of him. At this point, Irwin and a few others who had joined him were still lost in the jungle heading south.7


Lieutenant Colonel Caro placed ‘A’ Company to the left of the track and ‘B’ Company on the right with ‘C’ and ‘D’ companies to the rear in support, collectively all forming a tight perimeter defence around the Battalion Headquarters. With this, Rhoden and his men, which now included Bisset and his men, moved south down the track, climbing the steep slope to the high ground to the rear that then descended to Myola.8 Soon after, Lieutenant Colonel Caro and Brigade Major Challen got word that they were both to proceed to Myola, as a brigade conference would commence on their arrival.


Once there, Caro was also to reconnoitre for defensive positions in the area. Caro took with him Major John ‘Ben’ Hearman, a 32-year-old farmer from Donnybrook in Western Australia. Caro placed the capable Captain Frank Sublet – a 22-year-old public servant from Perth, commanding ‘B’ Company, 2/16th Battalion, who had commanded the fighting east of Alola just days before – in command of the battalion in his absence. He was ordered to hold the position until 6 am, 5 September.9


About 30 minutes after Caro, Hearman and Challen headed down the track, advanced elements of Major Koiwai’s force encountered several Australians who were washing their dixies in the creek just north of the track junction. The official Japanese history of the campaign records: ‘The pursuit party went up the mountain road that ran along the river in the valley. As they approached the crossing point for one of the small creeks during the evening, they came across five or six Australians washing their mess kits while whistling a tune. They were only 50–60 metres apart .... After a rapid machinegun burst from the pursuit party all the Australians fled into the jungle close to the nearest bank of the stream. Return fire then came from that area. This area was the second-highest point in the range, where a pass ran under the highest peak’.10


* * *


In darkness, the men of the 2/14th Battalion were now pushing their way towards Myola, Captain Clifford Thompson recorded in his diary: ‘The track was particularly muddy. On this occasion, in getting down some hillsides, I dislocated my shoulder twice within a few hours. [Medical Officer] Don Duffy put it back, Roy Watson holding me while Don Duffy demonstrated his medical skill. Troops held onto each other in single file. Someone in front would have a torch, but the remainder stumbled, swore and scrambled on’.11 Indeed, at one point, 23-year-old Private Geoffrey Scammellv, from Boyup Brook in Western Australia, who was absent-minded at times, let go of the bayonet scabbard of the man in front and wondered off into the scrub, taking with him all of those behind him, including Captain John Thurgood, a 28-year-old salesman from Malvern in Victoria and the rest of ‘D’ Company. The mistake was quickly realised, much to the chagrin of Scammell, but it took some yelling in the darkness to put things right. Soon a halt was called for, but they would renew their march in the early morning hours.12


* * *


Meanwhile, Japanese Kokoda and Isurava veteran 2nd Lieutenant Noda Hidetaka with No. 8 Company, III/144th Regiment recorded in his diary of 3 September: ‘The place which we thought yesterday was IORA [sic Eora] was found to be wrong. We rested at IORA today. We received rations for two days’.13 Noda and his men had days before been part of the western flank attack against Isurava, using Naro Ridge.


* * *


Earlier that morning, Lieutenant Colonel Geoffrey Cooper with ‘B’ Company, 2/27th Battalion came up to reinforce Potts. During the early morning hours, they had left Menari for Efogi, while a few days march behind was Major White and the men of ‘C’ and ‘D’ companies who left Ioribaiwa for Nauro. The diarist of the battalion recorded that Cooper and ‘B’ Company moved out from Menari at 7 am for Efogi, arriving there at about 4 pm. As they pushed north, they encountered many wounded from 2/14th and 2/16th battalions, while around 250 relatively fit men of 53rd Battalion were also on the track heading south. It was reported, ‘morale of wounded, but more particularly in case of 53 Bn men, was very low’.14 Pushing north from Nauro was ‘A’ Company, who did not stop at Menari but pushed further north to join their CO and ‘B’ Company at Efogi, with most of these men arriving on dusk. Rain fell heavily from 4 pm, and due to the large number of stretcher-cases being brought in from Myola, a hot meal could not be provided for Cooper and his men. The battalion war diarist recorded: ‘Hot tea, however, was served to all men. Shelter for the night 3/4 Sep was taken under huts. Receiving information from 21 Bde that Bde at MYOLA. 2/27 Bn Force to move to KAGI and relieve 39 Bn on 4 Sep 42’.15




Corporal John Burns, a 23-year-old baker from Waikerie in South Australia, would later write the history of the 2/27th Battalion; he recorded the journey through the mountains: ‘The weather in the Owen Stanley Ranges at this time followed a set pattern; each morning clear and hot, clouding over at midday with heavy, incessant rain from about 1400 hours until nightfall. By night, the troops were hot and perspiring through their physical efforts and drenched by rain. Each night they sought rest and sleep by lying down on the wet ground covered by a half blanket or groundsheet. Those who slept did so as if in a Turkish bath for the first part, but inevitably woke in the early hours of the morning shivering as if in midwinter at Woodside, and strangely the troops did not catch cold’.16


Sergeant Clement Makings, a 32-year-old market gardener from Adelaide with the 2/6th Field Ambulance, was at Major Brummitt’s medical aid post at Efogi. Makings recalled the state of the wounded and sick, and the arrival of the leading elements of the 2/27th Battalion:


We were up early and after feeding [the patients] shocking food (plain hard rice the only village where our cooks didn’t cook), dressed patients using same wet clothes which we took off them. Had all patients away before 9.am.


Was a wonderful sight to see all the native carriers and stretcherbearers lined up for their rations, was said there were 990 of them there. It was amazing to see them carrying the wounded over the track. The track either side of Efogi is very steep and dangerous and slippery, a tree crossing the river and used as a bridge, was quite a feat for Blondin [famous tightrope walker] to cross. To see the track, one would say it was impossible to carry a stretcher over it, yet these natives did it. No praise is too rich for them.


Later in the afternoon the 2/27th Battalion began to arrive and kept coming until dark, [it] was quite a mess up because patients filled the huts, and no provision was made anywhere along the track for troops and others they had to sleep out in the rain. None of the troops carried blankets, only a groundsheet, some just a gas cape.


I cannot imagine wounded ever having to bear what the wounded in the Ranges had to. Some of the stretcher-cases were 6–8 and 10 days on their stretchers, anyone who could possibly walk, arm wound, many with bullets through their legs had to walk. Often a week or more before they reached the road [end of the track].


I have spoken to many soldiers some who have been in last war and most of this, through Greece, the desert etc. and they all say the New Guinea show was the worst.


The infantry had shocking conditions. Firstly, the physical strain, the shocking food, quite often they went for days on bully beef alone, not even biscuits, no tea, no fires (when in contact with the Japs, often sleeping standing up against a tree with just a gas cape for covering), wet almost the whole time, especially feet. Many didn’t take their boots off for weeks and when we took them off, we’d often have to cut their socks off.17


A few days behind Cooper’s force, White and his men had left Ioribaiwa at 8 am, with most arriving at Nauro by 5 pm. They had encountered the lead elements of the 53rd Battalion retiring to Port 



 Moresby. At this point, the battalion war diary also records: ‘stragglers had rejoined main body. Hot evening meal was served and blanket per man provided, and all slept under cover. Rain from 1500 hrs to 1700 hrs. Large numbers of 53 Bn personnel passed through on journey to MORESBY’.18


Meanwhile, the 180 or so militiamen of the 39th Battalion were at Kagi and were targeted by Allied aircraft; the battalion war diary records: ‘Four Allied planes dive-bombed KAGI. No casualties’.19 Papuan carrier Havala Laula, from Kagi, recalled years later: ‘It was a very sad time for us, when the war came to Kagi. They [Japanese] destroyed the villagers, ruined the gardens and killed all our livestock. But the Australian troops treated us well, they gave us food and supplies’.20


With the battalion here was 21-year-old Private Jack ‘Laurie’ Howson, from Clayton in Victoria, who like most of the men there had been involved in the thick of fighting for over a month.21 While the diary records no casualties, Private Howson was actually wounded by one of these bombs: ‘At Kagi some Yankee Airacobras were sent to strafe and divebomb the Japs to slow them down a bit. But instead of coming down to a couple of thousand feet they let go their bombs at about twelve thousand, so that half of them fell close to us and I copped the blast from one of them. We stayed at Kagi for a couple of days, and I started to get a piercing shrieking in the ears. I realised then that the bomb-blast must have done some damage to my headpiece’.22


Sergeant Major George Cops, a 22-year-old grocer from Beeac in Victoria, with the ‘E’ Company, 39th Battalion, was out on a patrol and recorded in his diary sometime that night: ‘Move out early on a standing patrol, it’s a good position so should be able to delay the enemy for some time. We spent a darned good night last night under a roof, what a luxury! Nothing happened during the day for a change. Hear that our forward troops are still holding on but have been forced to withdraw again – the situation is still grim’.23




It was also now that signalman 20-year-old Kenneth Phelan, from East Malvern in Victoria, with the Battalion Headquarters Company, volunteered – he recalled he should have known better: ‘When we stopped at this place at Kagi. Volunteers were called from the 39th Battalion to man this village in case the Japanese should come through, and I volunteered to go “never volunteer” and I became, then, a rifleman, not a signaller anymore … and I had to do my shift at guard, and naturally we had a guard on each part of the track that came into this village 24 hours a day because we were expecting the Japs any moment. There is no one in front of us …. “Who is in front of you, mate” “No one”, and the sergeant, who is still living, and I say to him every time we have a reunion, “Remember that time you put me on that guard post at Kagi?” I was the furthest down the track. Every time I went on duty he put me furthest down the track, and he said to me each time when he left me, he said, “When you get killed, I know they are coming”’.24


* * *


At this point, while the bulk of the men of the troubled 53rd Militia Battalion were on their way back to Port Moresby, Captain James Bryce, a 22-year-old university student from Melbourne, with his men of ‘C’ Company, had been ordered to remain at Myola to assist in guarding the supplies.25 Waiting for the bulk of the men as they reached Efogi was their new commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Allan Cameron, a 33-year-old lawyer from Elwood in Victoria. A month earlier, as a major, Cameron had taken over temporary command of the 39th Battalion with the death of Lieutenant Colonel William Owen during the first battle for Kokoda Plateau. On taking command of the battalion, Cameron organised the controversial attack that resulted in the second Battle for Kokoda (8 to 10 August). After being relieved by Lieutenant Colonel Ralph Honner, a 38-year-old lawyer from Nedlands in Western Australia, Cameron was soon back at Port Moresby and promoted to taking command of the 53rd 



 Battalion with the death of its CO, Lieutenant Colonel Kenneth Ward, a 39-year-old public servant from Chester Hill in New South Wales who was killed near Abuari waterfall the week before during the fighting around Isurava.26


Cameron remained to command Bryce and his men then at Myola as well as another two parties under Major Lee Fargher, a 43-year-old insurance inspector from Goulburn in New South Wales, and Captain Joseph Gilmore, a 29-year-old draftsman from Cairns in Queensland. The battalion historian recorded the situation: ‘Under Order CO Lt Col Cameron. Maj. [Gerry] Spring moves back with Maj Hawkins and balance of troops .... Orders received from Maj. Fargher, 21 Bde to hold 40 fit men at IFOGI [sic] to collect stores dropped by plane …. Troops are in bad condition. Feet, due to being in wet boots, are rubbing and in poor condition. Socks had to be cut off before they could be removed …. Adjt kept Capt. Gilmore … at IFOGI to take charge of 40 ORs kept at this station … 213 all ranks moved on from IFOGI [back] to NAURO’.27


* * *


Just days before, Captain ‘Doc’ Geoffrey Vernon, who was fast becoming a living legend of the Kokoda Campaign, was again on the move. The week before, he had left Myola for Port Moresby to organise the transport of medical supplies to the aid post he had established at the dry lakes. He was now again heading north towards the scene of the fighting.28


Doc Vernon was a Great War veteran, who had served with the Australian Light Horse during the Gallipoli and Middle East campaigns. After returning to Australia, he moved to New Guinea to work as a physician and planter. When the Japanese entered the war, the 60-year-old lowered his age by ten years and joined ANGAU to look after the health of the Papuan carriers along the Kokoda Track. He had arrived at Deniki just before the first battle for Kokoda in late July, when the commander of the 39th Militia Battalion, Lieutenant Colonel Owen, was killed during the fighting on the plateau. Vernon had been ordered to stay at Deniki, as the wounded would be brought to him there; however, he ignored Owen and went down to Kokoda Station.


While the Japanese attacked during the early morning hours of the next day, Vernon, along with 2nd AIF veteran of the Middle East, Corporal Jack Wilkinson – a 35-year-old mining operator at Misima in Papua, now with the 39th Battalion – treated the wounded, including the mortally wounded battalion CO. The old Gallipoli veteran was among the last to leave Kokoda as it fell to the Japanese, concerned to make sure that all had got out. Since then, he had been going up and down the track, establishing aid posts, and looking after the health of the Australian troops and Papuan carriers, including the sick and wounded.29


Doc Vernon was now approaching the southern slopes of Ioribaiwa on his way back to Myola, having spent the previous night at Uberi. He recorded in his official report to ANGAU for 3 September: ‘Walked on to Ioribaiwa. I had some reinforcements and relief orderlies for the line with me’.30


* * *


Since the fighting began around the Isurava Rest House, Captain Sydney ‘Ben’ Buckler, a 23-year-old professional soldier from Coffs Harbour in New South Wales, commanding ‘A’ Company, 2/14th Battalion was leading a lost party of men south through Eora Creek. This was their fourth day struggling through the thick jungle trying to reach the Australian lines. With him was Lieutenant Maurice ‘Mokka’ Treacy, a 27-year-old shop assistant from Mildura in Victoria, who was 2i/c of ‘B’ Company. He and his men of 11 Platoon had been in the thick of the fighting, helping to hold the northern perimeter at Isurava. Treacy had stayed behind to attend to the wounded and construct stretchers; it was noted by his men that the young officer continued to bandage his wounded men even as he received ‘attentions of an enemy sniper’.31




Lieutenant Treacy recorded in his official report that by 5 am, he had placed covering parties in position; only then did the difficult task of getting the wounded across the swiftly flowing stream begin. At this point of the crossing was a log bridge, and it was impossible to cross elsewhere with stretchers. This crossing, however, was within sight of Alola, and the possibility of enemy parties moving along the track ‘was not remote’. To the relief of all, the last stretcher was safely across before 6 am, and the men climbed up the track that led to Abuari village. He concluded in his report for 3 September:


At 1430 hrs after a particularly stiff climb, the party reached the bivouac area chosen for the night. This area was directly opposite ALOLA due EAST. From here the enemy at ALOLA was kept under observation and the following points observed.


(1) The enemy was using animal transport.


(2) Native gardens where being ransacked for food, all growth being pulled up and the gardens evidently destroyed – natives were working with the JAP.


(3) A party of 93 enemy infantry troops seen to move SOUTH along the track from the ISURAVA area.


(4) Some huts in ALOLA village had collapsed; this may have been done purposely for camouflage or could have been caused by the [Allied aerial] bombing the previous day.32


* * *


Meanwhile, west of Captain Buckler was Lieutenant Robert McIlroy, a 31-year-old clerk from Geelong in Victoria, ‘C’ Company, 2/14th Battalion, who had two days before been sent out to lead a 20-man patrol to cover the pre-war track that led to Kagi. They had been forward of Templeton’s Crossing and were tasked with cutting their way through the jungle to the pre-war track. However, their local guide disappeared within hours, and they had become hopelessly lost in the jungle. The night before, he and his men had been forced to sleep on any available ledges they could find on the ridges west of the main Kokoda Track. He recorded in his diary for 3 September that he and his men got up early in their rain-soaked uniforms, having spent a miserable sleepless night, not knowing they were also now west of the pre-war track. The young lieutenant recorded in his report: ‘Continued our climb up the slope and during the morning crossed the ridge and started on the way down a [creek] re-entrant on the other side. It later proved that this ridge was the top of the main range. After following the general direction of this re-entrant all day, we slept alongside the creek’.33


* * *


On that day, George Johnston, an Australian correspondent based in Port Moresby, reported the return of the wounded, which were almost certainly the Victorians of the 39th Battalion:


Our wounded are beginning to come back from the Owen Stanleys – thin, bearded, gaunt men with hollow cheeks and the marks of strain and pain around their eyes. Their uniforms are ripped and covered with dried mud. Their slouch hats are pulpy and shapeless. Stretcher-cases are jolting back on crude log litters on the shoulders of brawny Papuan natives. The others have walked all the way along the terrible track that links Moresby with Kokoda. They don’t try to conceal what they’ve been through.


‘Up there we’ve been fighting on the worst battlefield in the world,’ one man said. ‘Before I was hit, I spent 46 hours without shutting an eye. There are mists creeping over the trees all day, and sometimes you can’t see your hand in front of your face under the cover of the jungle. Most of our chaps haven’t seen a Jap! You don’t even see the Jap who gets you! It’s like fighting the invisible man. Those Japs are tough, hard fighters and their camouflage is perfect. They can move through scrub or tall grass without making a sound and without showing a sign except – if your eyes are good – an occasional stirring in the vegetation ....’


Another Victorian (he had celebrated his 19th birthday in the Owen Stanleys) had been out with our scooting patrols. ‘The Jap patrols travel much lighter than we do, and they don’t stick to the tracks,’ he explained. ‘It’s nerve-raking work. You mightn’t see a thing four hours and then suddenly two patrols meet on a narrow twisting track through the jungle trees. Most of the fighting is done at a range of a few yards [metres], and the man who is quickest on the drop is the man who comes home. We saw very few live Japs, but plenty of dead ones. The Japs certainly know all there is about jungle fighting, but, oh boy, wait till we get ‘em in the open!’34





v The battalion history records this individual as being David Scammell, but the author could only find one individual with this surname serving in the 2/14th Battalion: Geoffrey Scammell.
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‘... THE POSITION WAS OCCUPIED, BUT BY JAPANESE!’




During the early morning of 4 September, Brigadier Arnold Potts had sent Brigade Major Hugh Challen, 37-year-old Captain Bert Kienzle and a small party south to conduct an extensive reconnaissance towards Efogi and a potential fallback position south of the village. It was the only area that could be defended if the Japanese should flank Myola. This position was defined by a broad spur soon to become known as ‘Mission Ridge’, due to a Seventh Day Adventists mission hut erected there. Within hours, Kienzle and his Papuans of ANGAU were blazing a new track to bypass Efogi, using a ridge that looped south of Myola that connected with the main track at Menari.1


On returning to the brigade sometime before noon, it was confirmed the proposed fallback position just forward of Myola was not suitable for defence. The brigade’s General Narrative of Events records that this position proved impossible for defence, as the high ground formed a basin and command of these features would be essential; however, with the number of troops available, this would not be possible. Even so, it was decided that an attempt would be made for a time to hold Myola with 2/14th Battalion in close defence, while the 2/16th Battalion would move forward to conduct strong patrols along the tracks to Eora Creek crossing, while other parties would patrol the pre-war track from Kagi to Templeton’s Crossing, as well as the high ground to the west. The Brigade Headquarters would remain at Myola. Meanwhile, the track being cleared by Kienzle from 



 Myola along the high eastern feature to Menari bypassing Efogi would reduce travelling time between the village and Myola by five hours.2


* * *


By dawn, Captain Phillip Rhoden and most of the 2/14th Battalion had reached Myola and were resting. They had a hot meal, washed and were given clean clothes to replace their stinking, tattered uniforms and took advantage of the broad open area to expose their puffed waterlogged feet to the sun; some could not take off their socks, they had to be peeled or cut away. Corporal George Clark, a 27-year-old window-dresser from Hampton in Victoria, was now the unit chiropodist who pared off rotten tissue and socks. Among these men was Sergeant Robert Thompson, a 25-year-old farmer from Moorooduc in Victoria, with the headquarters’ Signal Platoon. He had been in the fighting at Isurava, and he recalled reaching Myola: ‘We moved back again. I think we got to Myola and for the first time in ten days we got supplies and I was able to take my boots and socks off and about three layers of skin [came off] as I pulled my socks off. And to have a proper shower or to tip a bucket over me and get into clean clothes, and there they decided that we should have greens, but we didn’t have any greens. They had green dye and we all dyed our trousers because these things stand out and we managed to get a good meal’.3


The battalion diarist also recorded: ‘By 0700 hrs D and C coys had arrived at MYOLA and had a hot meal as did the remainder of the unit. A clothing and equipment ... reissue was made to all troops. The camp resembled more a market than anything else, with troops enjoying the full advantage of a stream in which they had their first wash since Aug 25th., clean dry clothes, and feet wet and pulpy from constant damp conditions over a period of very many days were treated by the unit chiropodist. CO, Adjt and IO made recce to large dry lake area, and other offrs and NCOs made recce in the immediate vicinity of MYOLA, all with a view to the close defence of MYOLA’.4






[image: ]


Further south, Lieutenant Colonel Geoffrey Cooper and his men of the 2/27th Battalion were advancing along the track heading for Myola. The war diary of the 2/27th Battalion records: ‘A’ and ‘B’ companies along with Cooper and his headquarters’ personnel moved out of Efogi by at 7 am., for Kagi. About two hours later, the lead elements had pushed just south of the village where they found 26-year-old Lieutenant John Bennie from Wayville in South Australia, 2/27th Battalion liaison officer with 21st Brigade Headquarters who was then supervising store dumps about one kilometre at the rear of the Kagi. By 2 pm the bulk of Cooper’s force had arrived at the village after descending into the deep and steep riverine gorge which separated Efogi from Kagi, with just a few stragglers coming in at dusk. Here Cooper found Lieutenant Colonel Ralph Honner and his militiamen of the 39th Battalion. Honner was a veteran of the 2nd AIF having been a captain with the 2/11th Battalion, being awarded the Military Cross (MC) for his actions against elite German paratroopers during the Greek Campaign. On Crete, he was part of the rearguard that helped the bulk of the Anzac and British force to escape off the island. He and several others evaded the Germans for months before commandeering a small boat and sailing to Egypt. On returning to Australia, he was promoted to lieutenant colonel and took command of the gallant militiamen of the 39th Battalion, arriving to take command a week before the Battle of Isurava.5


* * *


The Japanese of the 144th Regiment had been involved in the fighting since the day of the invasion and had fought the Australians at Kokoda, Deniki and Isurava. For the last few days, they had finally been placed in reserve, as the men of Colonel Yazawa Kiyoshi, commanding the 41st Regiment, led the advance. That day, 2nd Lieutenant Noda Hidetaka with No. 8 Company, III/144th Regiment recorded in his diary: ‘At 1030 hrs we handed over the colour guard to No. 7 Company and rejoined the 3rd Battalion’.6 That morning, however, Horii ordered the advance by the men of the 41st Regiment to come to a halt, the veterans of the II/144th and III/144th Regiment would again lead the advance. Horii now issued Nankai Shitai Operational Order A-112:


Post of Mount LEHUNTE


4 Sep, 0900 hrs.


The SHITAI’s advance has encountered renewed resistance from the enemy, but on the whole is progressing favourably. Since last evening the pursuit TAI met with enemy resistance near IORA [sic Eora], but it is planned to defeat this morning. 1 Bn of the YAZAWA Regt and the L of C Hospital landed at GIRUWA, on 1 Sep with the 5th wave, and the L of C Hospital [No. 67 Eastern New Guinea L of C Hospital] is expected to be set up in the vicinity of KOKODA.


The SHITAI will alter the disposition of the pursuit TAI and will then continue the pursuit towards the western end of the range.


The YAZAWA pursuit TAI will defeat the enemy in the sector and prepare to be relieved.


Col KUSUNOSE commanding 144th (-1 Bn) becomes the new pursuit TAI. They will leapfrog and relieve the YAZAWA, Pursuit TAI, and carry on the pursuit towards the heights on the west [southvi] of WAMI [Nauro].


The other TAI under command of Col YAZAWA, will follow the Pursuit TAI ... 1st Bn of YAZAWA BUTAI will immediately upon landing, follow the main strength.


The KOBAYASHI BUTAI of the Ind Engr Regt will continue 





 in its present assignment.


Owing to the occurrence of casualties, a Fd Hosp will be established at IORA or in an area west of IORA and will take care of wounded.


HORII Tomitarô


SHITAI Comdr


Method of Issuing:


To be communicated verbally to the comdrs of 41st and 144th and all Pursuit TAI. Thereafter, order receivers will be assembled and will receive this order verbally and take it down in writing.7


Horii was clearly dissatisfied with the performance of the 41st Regiment over the last few days, as he considered their advance too slow, covering just ten kilometres in five days, averaging two-kilometre per day, and its senior officers had missed opportunities to inflict serious casualties against the Australians. When Colonel Kusunose Masao and the 144th Regiment resumed the advance, they covered 40-kilometres in eight days, averaging five-kilometres per day. Indeed, the regimental commander, Colonel Kusunose, had to be carried forward on a stretcher, as he was suffering from malaria and had a high fever. However, he refused to be taken to the rear because he was determined to remain in command of his regiment.8


Meanwhile, Japanese Major Koiwai Mitsuo, commanding the II/41st Regiment, was still leading the Japanese advance. Two days before, he had received a serious dressing-down by his commanding officer for not crushing the Australian resistance and pursuing the enemy force after occupying the vacated Australian position a few kilometres north of Templeton’s Crossing. Koiwai was now determined to show more aggression in continuing the advance, not knowing that he and his men were about to be relieved of this ‘honour’. His scouts had reported the presence of a significant Australian force where Eora Creek crosses the Kokoda Track, about two kilometres south of Templeton’s Crossing. 



 He relieved the men of No. 8 Company, II/41st Regiment because they had spent the last few days trying to flank the Australians through the jungle. These exhausted men would be relieved by No. 7 Company, II/41st Regiment, who would lead a night-flanking assault against the Australian blocking party.9


Koiwai would focus his attack against the Australians and use a frontal assault along the axis of the track as a feint, using No. 6 Company, II/41st Regiment, and No. 12 Company, III/41st Regiment, while the main thrust would be against the Australian left flank, by the men of No. 7 and No. 5 companies, II/41st Regiment. He recalled: ‘I was looking forward to the arrival of the 7th Company because of the quality of the command. Lieutenant Nakao, the company commander, had fought in China, and his warrant officer, Kaneshige, was also a superb fighter with lots of experience’.10 In addition, his regimental commander had given him permission to use the gunners of 2nd Mountain Gun Company. The Japanese officer recalled his plan for a night attack and the importance of psychological warfare against the enemy:


Though called a company they had only one gun and I was told that they were allowed to fire no more than ten rounds .... Even ten rounds would be enough. My goal was not to destroy the enemy position, but to scare them with the mountain gun. There can be no better tactics than to crush the enemy morale ….  I wanted to fire it right before the night attack of 7 Company …. I assigned it a position and a target after closely observing the enemy with binoculars. It is usually considered wasteful [of ammunition] to fire an artillery gun in a night attack [but] human psychology in the front line was … beyond tactics. My plan was that, after firing shells at the position … and terrifying the enemy out of their senses, we would charge with bayonets at them with the result they would be in fear of our attack in the darkness of the jungle.11




In the end, Koiwai would attack without artillery, as his commanding officer was concerned about the Australians digging-in – it was commonly assessed by the Japanese: ‘If the Australians were given time to dig-in, it was almost impossible to drive them out’.12 As he was waiting for the gun to make an appearance, the major recalled that his regimental commander made an appearance and became increasingly agitated: ‘“What are you waiting for?” Yazawa demanded. “Attack now!” Koiwai replied, “I’m waiting for artillery support before giving the order to attack.” Yazawa snorted back in reply, “There won’t be any artillery support”’.13


* * *


Meanwhile, the 2/16th Battalion diarist recoded after the initial confrontation with advance Japanese elements at the creek, that it had been a ‘fairly quiet night – very wet, rained all night. B Coy claim four enemy casualties’. The diarist also recorded that just after 9 am, a patrol from the Brigade Headquarters Company moved back along the track towards Myola to confirm that no Japanese infiltration parties had got behind their position. At around 9.20 am, Lieutenant George Hicks, a 26-year-old tailor from Angaston in South Australia, leading 14 Platoon, ‘C’ Company moved out to conduct a patrol in the low ground on the left, forward of the creek, to give warning of any Japanese flanking movements in that area. At around 11 am, another party of lost men from the 2/14th Battalion came through their right flank, having been cut off at Isurava the week before.14


It was not until 2 pm that Lieutenant Hicks and his men returned from their patrol, reporting a large Japanese force was moving around their western flank in strength. These were the Japanese troops of No. 7 and No. 5 companies, II/41st Regiment. Hicks informed Sublet that they had found a Japanese telephone cable that appeared to have been laid just hours earlier, judging by footprints and the disturbance of undergrowth – he cut a section of the cable. More worryingly, he had observed several hundred Japanese forming up for a frontal attack not far from the creek crossing. These were the men of No. 6 Company, II/41st Regiment, and No. 12 Company, III/41st Regiment, and behind them in reserve were the men of No. 8 Company, II/41st Regiment.15


The war dairy records: ‘C Coy patrol returned with disturbing information that the enemy had apparently moved around our left flank. Estimated one [Japanese] coy taking a signal wire with them’.16 With this information, Sublet assessed that the flanking Japanese were attempting to capture the high ground about 500 metres behind his position to cut him off from the rest of the brigade. The brigade’s General Narrative of Events also records: ‘During the afternoon, the situation in front became suddenly serious. The enemy had crossed the river northwest of the 2/16 Bn position and a patrol 2/16 Bn came ... with the news that there were approx. 200 enemy opposite the Bn on the far side of the river and a force estimated at 100 had crossed the river and were moving round the Bn left flank. The enemy had laid a telephone line across the river along the track [which] they cut as they advanced’.17


* * *


At Myola, Potts was informed by Sublet at around 3 pm of the developing Japanese attack and that he planned to retire to the high ground before being cut off. The men of the 2/14th Battalion were now ordered to prepare for an advance back up the track to help extricate Captain Sublet and his men.18 The men of ‘A’ Company moved forward with Major Hearman, who was returning to the 2/16th Battalion. At 1.30 pm, ‘B’ and ‘C’ companies, supported by the Headquarters Company of the 2/14th Battalion also moved further up the track to take up a blocking position for the men of the 2/16th Battalion to pass through, while ‘D’ Company remained at Myola to defend the position.19


Meanwhile at Kagi, Lieutenant Colonel Cooper was placing his men of ‘A’ and ‘B’ companies, 2/27th Battalion in the defence positions prepared by Honner and his militiamen of the 39th 



 Battalion. Honner’s battalion, due to casualties and sickness over the last month of combat, was now reduced to just 180 men. Arrangements were made for the militiamen to have a complete night’s rest; in the morning, they would head back to Port Moresby. At 5 pm, 26-year-old Lieutenant Reginald Applebee, from Gawler in South Australia, leading 10 Platoon, 2/27th Battalion, left Kagi to relieve a patrol of the 39th Battalion that was then two hours out along the track forward of Myola.20 Fifteen minutes later, Brigadier Potts rang from Myola, informing Cooper and Honner that the 2/16 Battalion was hard-pressed by enemy attacks but were holding the line midway between Templeton’s Crossing and Myola.


Elements of the 2/14th Battalion and the Brigade Headquarters were at Myola in defensive positions. Potts ordered the 39th Battalion to now remain at Kagi, while a company of the 2/27th Battalion was to move to Templeton’s Crossing to attack the Japanese from the rear, using the old pre-war track to relieve pressure on 2/16th Battalion. Another company from the 2/27th Battalion, using the main Kokoda Track, was to move immediately to Myola, reaching there that night or early the next morning.21


At 5.30 pm, ‘A’ Company, 2/27th Battalion, in accordance with Potts’ orders, left Kagi for Myola, using a cross-country track for the first three kilometres before reaching the main Kokoda Track; while ‘B’ Company was ordered to prepare to move to Templeton’s Crossing and along the way pick up Lieutenant Applebee and 10 Platoon at the forward post. They were then to contact the Corps Guard Platoon (part of the Headquarters Company) who were patrolling on the track junction between Myola and Templeton’s Crossing.22


Captain Charles Sims, a 26-year-old electrical fitter from Wallaro in South Australia, leading ‘A’ Company, 2/27th Battalion, recalled the journey: ‘Brigade Commander ordered Coy to leave Kagi and make Myola by night fall, as a result Coy left Kagi at 1730 hours for Myola taking cross country track for the first one and a half miles to the main Myola track. The going was very treacherous owing to the rain …. Coy reached main track and continued on towards Myola travelling until 2100 hours that night. They lay either side of that track in the undergrowth and spent a most uncomfortable night in the rain. It was found out afterwards that native police had been sent out to order our return to Kagi’.23


* * *


Back at the position held by the men of the 2/16th Battalion, and after conferring with his company commanders, Sublet was preparing to fall back to the high ground. Captain Bret Langridge, a 23-year-old bank clerk from Inglewood in Western Australia, volunteered to act as the battalion rearguard to hold back the enemy as the rest withdrew to the new defensive position. Before this retirement could be made, however, the Japanese attacked. Unknown to Hicks, the Japanese of No. 7 Company with elements of No. 5 Company, II/41st Regiment had followed him back to the sector held by ‘A’ Company, by using the same tactics they had used so effectively the month before during the second battle for Kokoda Plateau.24


It was now that Lieutenant Grear McGee, a 29-year-old professional soldier from Launceston in Tasmania, commanding ‘A’ Company on the left in the forward position, was under attack, as recorded in the battalion war diary: ‘A Coy was attacked strongly. A further five casualties, three killed, but the Japanese attack was repulsed without further casualties averted only by the quick action and tenacious fighting of Private Brian Maloneyvii who used his Bren gun with devastating effect’.25 Indeed, it was here that Japanese Warrant Officer Utsumi reported Australian resistance as ‘strenuous’ and that he had suffered considerable casualties.26 Lieutenant Araki, with No. 5 Company, II/41st Regiment, also recalled that while dug-in, Australians would sometimes stand up in their fighting pits fully exposed to enemy fire in order to better throw their grenades.27






Captain Sublet ordered the Battalion Headquarters Company to stand-to, as they were to reinforce ‘A’ Company. Sublet now attempted to withdraw his force back to the high ground, while facing a determined 300-strong Japanese force. It was critical then that his men gain the heights before the Japanese cut them off. McGee and his men of ‘A’ Company fought to hold back the Japanese advance, giving the remainder of the battalion a chance to withdraw. It was now that Captain Langridge and his men of ‘D’ Company moved in to act as the battalion rearguard, enabling the men of ‘A’ Company to retire through them.28


With ‘D’ Company now acting as the rearguard, the battalion began its withdraw south. As Sublet’s two rear units, ‘C’ and ‘D’ companies fell back; however, they were ambushed, but McGee came to their rescue, helping them push through the flanking Japanese of No. 7 and No. 5 companies, II/41st Regiment. Assisting McGee and his men of ‘A’ Company was Lieutenant Henry ‘Bluey’ Lambert, a 29-year-old farmer from Burracoppin in Western Australia, and his men of 18 Platoon, ‘D’ Company. The battalion diarist recorded: ‘C & D coys ambushed near top of hill. Fortunately, 18 Pl & A Coy had been holding an extricating position on top of hill which enabled our tps to get through with few casualties. Enemy had apparently not had time to get all their force into position – very fortunate, for us’.29 The brigade’s General Narrative of Events concludes: ‘The Bn were in a bad position, on a fwd slope with only one platoon on the high ground in their rear. Capt. SUBLET, left in charge of the Bn ... withdraw the Bn to the high ground in the rear. This was accomplished just in time, five minutes later the Japs renewed their attack’.30


Indeed, the Japanese quickly reorganised and lunged forward, this time with a force estimated at around 400 men. Major Kiowa had committed his four companies to assault the Australian position, leaving No. 8 Company, II/41st Regiment in reserve. Sergeant George Morris, a 31-year-old farmer from Harvey in Western Australia, and his men of 11 Platoon were ordered to take up his position on the high ground; however, he was ‘put out’ on discovering others were occupying it. Sublet recalled almost comically years later, which would not have been funny at the time: ‘When I arrived back at the previously selected holding position Sgt Morris very irately told me that I had mistakenly allocated his company to a position that was already occupied. However, a quick inspection disclosed that the position (a key one) WAS occupied, but by Japanese! The dynamic Morris reacted like a flash and waded in with his men, evicting the Japs in short order. Morris’ determined and full-blooded action no doubt saved the battalion from a difficult situation’.31


A week before, Sergeant Morris had supported Private Alexander Thornton, a 28-year-old labourer from East Ryde in New South Wales, when he stormed several Japanese positions during the attack northeast of Abuari on 30 August. Thornton, who would die from wounds suffered in these attacks, was recommended for the Victoria Cross (VC); however, he was instead awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal (DCM) – the highest honour below the VC; Sergeant George Morris was awarded the Military Medal (MM) for his actions that day. Morris and his men would figure prominently in the fighting to breakthrough to the brigade during the fighting at ‘Butcher’s Corner’ on Mission Ridge.32


Darkness was setting in, and it was now that Major Hearman appeared, and by 7.30 pm, he was leading the bulk of the men back towards Myola. However, Lieutenant Bert Madigan, a 32-year-old sign-writer from West Perth, and his men of 12 Platoon, assisted by the ever-dependable Sergeant Morris and his men of 11 Platoon, remained behind as the rearguard. These men stood their ground while advancing Japanese elements attempted to push south down the track. These Australians enabled the rest of the battalion to continue unmolested, slipping and falling most of the way back to Myola in the churned-up mud of the track. They struggled to get their wounded back, each man held the clothing or bayonet scabbard of the man in front so as not to lose his way; they had to stop and wait for daylight because progress on the track here without light was impossible.33


Meanwhile, two warrant officers with ANGAU, Ronald Preece, a 24-year-old plantation manager from the Rigo District in Papua, and 30-year-old John Davies, from Sydney, were leading a party of stretcherbearers that had earlier evacuated the wounded from Templeton’s Crossing. They were now a few kilometres south of Sublet’s position, but now they came to his assistance.34 An un-named soldier with the 2/16th Battalion later recorded his experience of retreating towards Myola and coming across the wounded men that were being cared for by Preece and Davies:


We set out ... [with] the disturbing thunder of the Japanese mortars. As those who have traversed it will know, the trail twists and turns, ascends or descends here around a log or wicked splintered stump. Sometimes the trail slopes outward at an awkward angle and sometimes it is bolstered up by logs hewn from the jungle. Little creeks cross it very frequently and there is always mud – and roots. In this area there were countless thousands of these roots exposed by the rough usage of blucher boots. Hour after hour we struggled over these slippery, treacherous things, stumbling, lurching, sliding, cursing. If a root was on the slightest angle and you were inexperienced enough to put your foot on it, over you went. We were only going down. Up this slope was coming the strangest medley of men I ever saw. Wounded men of the 2/14th and 2/16th battalions – sick and exhausted men …. Here and there a party of [Indigenous carriers] battled with a stretcher-case.35


* * *


Further south, Lance Corporal William Cousens, a 26-year-old jackeroo from Jarrahdale in Western Australia, with ‘B’ Company, 2/16th Battalion and several of his mates were about to finally stumble into Myola after having been lost in the jungle during the withdrawal from the fighting around Abuari on 30 August. They reached the main track just south of the dry lakes, with Cousens recording many years later:


At the same time, we sighted a native carrier coming down the track to our left, carrying a tin ration on his head. He had not spotted us, so we stood quietly concealed until he came abreast of us when we all pounced upon him with the demand of ‘Which way Japanese man?’ and heaved sighs of relief when he pointed off to his right. Then to another question of ‘Where you come?’ he replied with what we took to be Myola. He had been very shaken by the ordeal, but rapidly regained his composure when he saw we were not Jap troops and took off down the track rather rapidly when we let him go, leaving his tin of jam behind him. We had nothing to open this tin with and when we smashed it open with rocks, the contents scattered on mud and foliage, to offer us very little nourishment at all.


What to do now? Being half dead with hunger and deficient in arms, we decided to try to reach Myola to get some food and more weapons to rejoin our troops, who were falling back in any case.


Myola proved to be only a short distance up the track from where we were, and after making our plight known to the commander of that post, he gave us food and rearmed my two mates, while stating that he had no .45 ammunition available for my Tommy gun, also that we were to remain in the camp to defend it from the many Japs who were around the place. We knew that that was a bit farfetched, so after scrounging around the camp for a while, I was able to get hold of a drum magazine from a Tommy gun conveniently leaning up against a tent before we silently melted into the jungle to come out on to the track again about 



 200 yards down from the camp, in time to mingle with our mates again, who were withdrawing back to extend the enemy lines of communication and to find a suitable spot to re-engage him again ....
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