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PROLOGUE





The men of Captain Sam Templeton’s ‘B’ Company, 39th Battalion (around 120 men), had the honour of being the first significant Australian military force to trek over the Owen Stanley Range from Port Moresby in the south, to Kokoda in the north. These men were part of Maroubra Force, tasked with repelling any Japanese invasion along the north Papuan coast within the vicinity of Buna. They started their eight-day slog over the mountains on 8 July 1942. Along the way, 17 men dropped out from sickness, exhaustion, or injury.


Templeton’s men were preparing to patrol the region, including the coastal plains around Gona and Buna when the Japanese invaded just east of Gona on 21 July 1942. The 100 or so Australians, along with Australians and Papuans of the 1st Papuan Infantry Battalion (1st PIB), and several members of the Royal Papuan Constabulary (RPC), now confronted a force of around 4000 Japanese. Unlike them, they were not supported with heavy machineguns, mortars, and artillery – the best they had were First Word War vintage Lewis guns and a few Bren guns; along with grenades, rifles, and bayonets.


The Japanese invasion force, known as the Yokoyama Advance Butai, was commanded by Colonel Yokoyama Yosuke, Commanding Officer of the 15th Independent Engineer Regiment. The combat arm of Yokoyama’s force that initially invaded Papua numbered around 1000 men; consisting of the I Battalion, 144th Infantry Regiment (I/144th Infantry Regiment), No. 5 Company, II/144th Infantry Regiment, and No. 7 Company, II/41st Infantry Regiment. These troops were also supported with heavy machinegun and mortar teams.


This combat force was commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Tsukamoto Hatsuo.




Supporting this force were two companies from the crack marines from No.5 Special Naval Landing Party (No. 5 SNLP), but most of these troops were tasked with establishing and defending a landing base, and to assist engineers in building an airfield near Buna, which was to be operational by 12 August. However, a few marine platoons were made available to support the advance south from the beachhead.


Also committed were elements of Yokoyama’s 15th Independent Engineer Regiment tasked with clearing roads and tracks, constructing depots, and constructing the air base at Buna – they could also be used as combat troops. To further assist the engineers, a company of Formosans of the 15th Naval Pioneer Unit were made available as was No. 1 Battery, 55th Mountain Artillery Battalion consisting of 16 guns, mostly 70 mm and 75 mm calibre, well supplied with ammunition, along with No. 2 Battery, 47th Field Anti-Aircraft Battalion.


Tsukamoto’s initial objective was to take Gona, Buna, and the Kokoda airfield. He was then to advance into the Owen Stanleys, just south of Isurava, and report on the feasibility of advancing in force to Port Moresby using the track. Once the initial objectives had been taken, and if it was decided that an advance across the mountains to Port Moresby was viable, around 10,000 more troops would be landed. Command would then pass to Major General Horii Tomitarô, commanding the South Seas Force.


* * *


During the first week of the invasion, the Australians and Papuans did battle with around 250 Japanese of No. 1 Company, I/144th Regiment, along with elements of No. 5 SNLP, and troops from the 15th Independent Engineer Regiment; supported with heavy machineguns, mortars and at least one mountain gun. By the second week of fighting, this Japanese force was reinforced with the 140 or so men of No. 2 Company.


The Australians and Papuans were forced to fall back from the coastal lowlands towards the Kokoda Plateau. During the fighting these dispersed parties of Australians and Papuans were usually 



outnumbered by at least three to one, sometimes more. The first major battle was at Oivi, just northeast of Kokoda. It was here that the Great War veteran, Captain ‘Uncle’ Sam Templeton, leading ‘B’ Company, was wounded and captured, while going out alone to warn an advancing platoon that the Japanese were close to surrounding their position. He was fearful these men might be ambushed. After being interrogated – and supplying misinformation, which sowed seeds of doubted into the Japanese commanders – Captain Templeton was executed by the commanding officer of the I/144th Regiment. His disappearance was a major blow to his men, as he had long been the father figure of the company.


During the first battle for Kokoda Plateau a few days later, the commanding officer of the battalion, Lieutenant Colonel William ‘Bill’ Owen, who had flown into Kokoda just days before, was killed. The small Australian/Papuan garrison, now numbering just 70 men, was forced to retire up the rugged northern slopes of the Own Stanley Range to their first fall-back position at Deniki about eight kilometres south of Kokoda, and around 400 metres above its plateau. Below, over 400 Japanese soldiers were digging-in; with every passing day more reinforcements arrived and plans were being made to attack Deniki.


Meanwhile, with the arrival of their new temporary battalion commander at Deniki, Major Allan Cameron, and with the men of ‘B’ Company now reinforced with four rifle companies of the battalion – ‘E’ Company, formerly the machinegun company, having hurriedly been converted into a rifle company – the new CO decided to take the fight to the Japanese.


The 39th Battalion, along with a handful of men from the 1st PIB and RPC, would retake Kokoda Plateau, and its airstrip on 8 August in a three-pronged attack with around 300 men. However, the Japanese commander – now with about 500 soldiers – decided to attack Deniki on the same day.


On 8 August, intense fighting broke out along the main Kokoda Track in the lowlands to the west of Deniki, with the men of ‘C’ 



 Company, numbering around 100 men colliding with the main Japanese force moving up the same track.


The men of ‘D’ Company, moving down a track to the east, hit another Japanese unit consisting of two groups of combat engineers – forcing them to fall back to Deniki the next day, with one platoon surrounded by the Japanese, and unable to break contact.


Meanwhile, along another narrow track between ‘C’ and ‘D’ companies, the men of ‘A’ Company approached Kokoda rubber plantation – now largely unoccupied – and quickly captured the plateau. Unknown to these men they were now totally isolated as the other two company-sized attacks had failed, and these men had fallen back towards Deniki.


On hearing that Kokoda had been recaptured, the Japanese commander forced his men back towards the plateau – he had to retake this position at all costs. He launched several seemingly suicidal attacks against the thinly manned Australian perimeter on the plateau. With each passing hour, the men holding Kokoda looked south for reinforcements; they were desperately short of ammunition and food.


Three days later, the men of ‘A’ Company, who had been in constant battle with a Japanese force outnumbering them by four to one, were forced to withdraw off the plateau while the Japanese launched a night attack. It was not only the confusion of fighting in the darkness and rain that enabled most of the survivors to escape, but it was also due to the actions of a small party of men who stayed behind. These men kept the Japanese busy, while the bulk of ‘A’ Company, carrying their wounded, slipped through the Japanese lines.


Within days, most of these men would make their way to Isurava, while at Deniki, the rest of the battalion was digging-in, waiting the next Japanese advance.


* * *


Meanwhile, behind the Japanese lines, two missionary groups – one from Gona Mission and the other from the Sangara and Isivita 



missions, including a mother and child – were attempting to flee from the advancing Japanese. Within weeks, both parties would increase in size as downed American airmen and lost Australian soldiers joined them. By the time the battle for Deniki had been fought, all but one of these people were dead. Most of the military personnel were killed in defence of the civilians; the remaining members were either captured, interrogated, and then murdered by the Japanese, or speared and clubbed to death by local collaborators.


* * *


As the Australian and Papuan troops were fighting a delaying action against the advancing Japanese, and the missionary groups were trying to escape from the enemy; to the rear along the Kokoda Track, Lieutenant Bert Kienzle and ‘Doc’ Geoffrey Vernon were tasked with establishing lines of communications from Kokoda all the way back to Port Moresby. These two men would become legends of the track – and for good reason. Their main task was to supply the troops with food, ammunition, and medical assistance. The principle means of keeping the fighting men supplied would fall upon the local Papuan carriers who would not only bring supplies forward to the troops but would also assist in getting the gravely wounded back over the mountains to Port Moresby.


* * *


By 11 August, the Yokoyama Advance Butai had accomplished its core objective: the capture of Kokoda Plateau and the station’s airstrip – the gateway to the Owen Stanleys was open. The task of conducting a reconnaissance in strength to determine the feasibility of attacking Port Moresby from the north had already been superseded – the advance across the mountains had been approved two weeks earlier.


It was the Japanese South Seas Force, commanded by Major General Horii Tomitarô that was tasked with capturing Port Moresby using the Kokoda Track. His combat arm was built around the three battalions 



of the 144th Regiment commanded by Colonel Kusunose Masao. With the go-ahead to capture Port Moresby from Kokoda, the remaining battalions of the regiment were due to land at Buna on 18 August.


With this, Colonel Yokoyama would hand over command of the Yokoyama Advance Butai, which was part of the South Seas Force, to Horii. Those landing with Horii would include the men of the II and III battalions, 144th Regiment, and the three battalions of the 41st Regiment would follow within days. Most of these men, along with supporting elements would be rushed forward to reinforce their comrades of the I Battalion who had been fighting since day one of the invasion four weeks before. The 144th Regiment when united, along with supporting elements, including the men of the II/41st Regiment, would begin their advance along the Kokoda Track through the mountains.


With the arrival of the South Seas Force in mid-August, the total Japanese troops available to Horii would number around 13,500 men, but of these just 7300 would be available for combat duty. The non-combat elements would be used for logistical support, including road and airfield construction, and the building and manning of defensive positions along the northern coastal lowlands to defend their beachhead and lines of supply.


However, the landing of US marines on Guadalcanal on 7 August meant that the Japanese force committed to the attack against Port Moresby would need to be reduced, with the bulk of Horii's South Seas Force now ordered to stay on the northern side of the Owen Stanley Range until the situation on Guadalcanal was resolved one way or another.


Even so, 2500 Japanese combat troops and supporting elements would be made available to conduct operations along the track in their attempt to clear the way for the capture of Port Moresby.


* * *


Meanwhile, the battle-weary militiamen of the 39th Battalion, digging-in at Deniki, would soon be reinforced with the militiamen 



 of the 53rd Battalion, and two tried and battle-hardened units of the 2nd Australian Imperial Force (2nd AIF) – the 2/14th and 2/16th battalions, who had fought with distinction during the Midde East Campaign. These men, having returned to Australia with Japan’s entry into the war, would soon be moving up the track from Port Moresby towards Deniki, as would the 39th Battalion’s new commander, Lieutenant Colonel Ralph Honner. However, before they could reach Deniki, Japanese Lieutenant Colonel Tsukamoto, commanding I/144th Regiment, launched another attack against the Australian position on 13 August 1942.


In the cloud and jungle-covered mountains of the Owen Stanleys, the bloody and exhausting battles for the Kokoda Track had begun.i








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.
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‘... LITTLE ISLAND LANDING’




Damien Parer, a 32-year-old cameraman from Melbourne, had until mid-1943 filmed Australian troops in the Mediterranean, North Africa, New Guinea, and Timor, but disgruntled with his treatment by the Australian Department of Information (ADI), he resigned in August. He was quickly snapped up by Paramount News – Australia’s loss was America’s gain. After covering the battle for Guam in the Pacific, he was on board a US ship heading for Peleliu.1


One of his superiors, Ted Genock, at Paramount was concerned about the risks that Damien had taken on Guam to get his images and tried to get him to cover the stories of US naval personnel on an aircraft carrier, believing that might be a little safer while still providing an important story. With the emergence of Japanese Kamikaze, however, it would still be a dangerous assignment, as these suicidal pilots targeted the US carriers specifically.


He wrote to Damien: ‘This is just to add to my cable of congratulations for the really swell job you did on the Guam story. You certainly gave it all you had and, after seeing this effort, I am more convinced than ever that we are on the right track as regards this real intimate “Ernie Pyle” type coverage ... meanwhile I would like you now to try to get attached to one of the new aircraft carriers in one of the advance task forces and give a similar treatment to the various activities on board, holding your material until you get a suitable climax for the story’.2


Rather than getting assigned to an aircraft carrier, however, Damien and his mate, fellow Australian journalist John Brannan, had



in September hitched a ride on the US Task Force sailing for Peleliu. Now Damien had some time to read letters that had finally caught up with him, and he could write back home, including to his recent bride, 22-year-old Marie, who was pregnant with their son.3


In one of these letters to Marie he wrote: ‘I am rather keen on mystery stories and have been reading a few of Ngaio Marsh on board. Talking about characters of detective fiction, I think that there has been no one yet to compare to Sherlock Holmes .... I hope someday to get a Sherlock Homes Omnibus and have the pleasure of reading many I have not read. John was in charge of short stories for the Bulletin and is naturally somewhat of an expert on them’.4


In one of these letters to Marie, he wrote: ‘Poor old John Brennan has been looking for a quiet place to type for about four days, and when he finally found one on the ship’s Officers’ Deck and had got happily settled, he was hunted out by the Executive Officer. John is now going around with a dark look and saying there is no justice. He came out on the lower deck with me and sat down on the deck to type, but it is very awkward for him as he is very tall and his legs don’t seem to bend and he has to put his arms under his legs to get at the typewriter, he looks so funny’.5


In this final letter before hitting the beach at Peleliu, he seems to have some foreboding about this apparent ‘sideshow’ – a battle that many at the time, and since, judged should never have been fought: ‘When I eventually go with a Naval [Carrier] Task Force, I shall be happier, as that is the story Ted wants me to get, and if I had any sense in the matter I would have been on it now instead of covering a little island landing’.6 The battle for Peleliu, however, would be anything but; it would be a true blood bath with over 1250 marines killed and 5200 wounded. Japanese casualties have been estimated at around 15,000 killed.7


A true professional, Damien worked out ahead of the landing how his camera work and that of Fox-Movietone photographer, Don Senick could be coordinated to get the best results. The American



photographer recalled: ‘The night before the landing at Peleliu, Damien and I discussed angles where the two of us could work together to get the fullest and best coverage of the battle. [Damien] wanted so much to make the landing with the assault troops, and I was to cover the heavy bombardment from a free boat working close in the reef, and later when I finished to have joined him on the beach carrying out our plans working with different units. That way we could have excellent coverage of the entire operation’.8


* * *


September 15: two hours before the invasion and the big guns of the Task Force poured shells into the low-lying small coral island.


From the deck of USS Pierce, Damien and John looked on as the beaches and its inland oil dumps near the airfield erupted into flame and black smoke. Not long after, both Australians boarded a landing craft packed with marines and headed for the beach with the men of the ‘Old Breed’ of the 1st US Marine Division – these were the same men who had two years before stormed the beaches of Guadalcanal in the Solomons.


Part of the tradition of the ‘Old Breed’ that had been formulated while spending time in Australia was that they had adopted a breakfast of steak and eggs during the morning of each invasion. However, many men including veterans among them, found that morning they couldn’t stomach the greasy fare.


The plan was to get 4500 men ashore within 20 minutes. As they approached the beaches, the sound of the big guns was replaced with the swish of rockets that targeted the beach, accompanied by the sound of 30- and 50-calibre machineguns from the landing craft pouring fire into the landing zones as they approached the beach.9


The Japanese were prepared and waiting.


Years before the US Task Force made its appearance off Peleliu, the Japanese had anticipated that the island’s airfield made the island a prime target for invasion. The Japanese had sent mining and tunnelling



engineers to Peleliu to help build up its defences. The low-lying hills and cliffs of the island were now honeycombed with more than 500 caves; some five- or six-storeys deep, and those containing heavy artillery had steel sliding doors to protect the gun emplacements. All had alternate exits and were covered with mutual supporting fire.10


Marine private, Eugene Sledge with the 5th Regiment recalled the landing: ‘The beach was a sheet of flame backed by a huge wall of black smoke, as though the island was on fire .... Every marine in that amtrac was sickly white with terror .... Heavy Jap artillery and mortars were pounding the beach, and marines were getting hit constantly. We piled out of our amtrac amid blue-white Japanese machinegun tracers and raced inland .... Back on the reef I saw burning amtracs and struggling marines .... A DUKW came in and stopped, to be hit almost immediately by a large shell that exploded dead centre, engulfing it in thick black smoke. I didn’t see anyone get out’.11


Another marine, Private James Johnson, a machine gunner, also with the 5th Regiment recalled: ‘When we reached the shore and disembarked, I saw one hell of a sight up and down the beach. The sand was already littered with dead and mutilated bodies of US marines – bodies of old salts and new selective service recruits lying side by side, you couldn’t tell one from the other. All the armoured amphibs I could see had been knocked out and were burning. We went into the attack immediately. When we reached the cover of the brush strip we stopped; everywhere people were trying to figure out where everyone was (both our elements and theirs), and what the hell was going on. When the sun had come up that fateful morning the island looked like a burned matchhead, or a clinker left in an old coal furnace’.12


Lieutenant Bruce Watkins, with the same regiment, recalled the horrors that awaited them as their amtrac crawled over the coral reef into a lagoon, and soon after hit the beach:


Lurching and groaning, the Amtrac reached the beach and ran inland approximately 75 feet [25 metres] to the first line



of battered trees and bushes. The [rear] ramp did stick for one everlasting moment, and then we poured out both sides; we formed a line along the edge of the undergrowth, making contact with Lt Meyer’s 3rd Platoon on our right, and started forward. Behind us, Amtracs in later waves were burning, and mortars started to fall around us. The Japs had survived the pounding and were up and firing; casualties from mortar fragments were plentiful, and the 1st Platoon lost about six men in the first 100 yards – still hadn’t seen a Jap.


Sprinting across a flat open stretch, we received heavy machinegun fire from our left flank, the bullets whistling and ricocheting on the coral deck. It was then that I heard Cpl. Alick calling me, ‘Lieutenant, help me – I can’t move.’ Acting on instinct, I sprinted back to where Alick lay in the open stretch; he was shot through the thumb and thigh. His leg broken. Hugging the ground as best I could, I scooped him up and ran the last 50 feet to the embankment, sliding down in awkward fashion.


There I found Sgt Stasiak on his back holding his stomach with blood all over himself; he asked me to check and see how bad it was. A bullet had torn through flesh and muscle clear across at hip height and it looked real bad – I told him it looked worse than it was, counting on his toughness to keep him going .... We tied up with the 3rd Platoon who had just lost their lieutenant, ‘GoGo’ Meyer typically out in front of his men, he refused help when hit, knowing that he was dying and not wanting to risk his men in a futile rescue attempt.13


No less than 87 landing craft within a few hundred metres were ablaze. Among this carnage and horror, two Australians – Damien Parer armed with a movie camera and John Brennan with a notebook, pencil and portable typewriter – stormed ashore.14


* * *




The Amtrac carrying the two Australians had become stuck fast on the outlying coral reef. Somehow Damien, John, and the marines waded ashore. Within minutes, John noted Damien ‘tried to get a shot of Jap mortar fire landing among the LVTs [Landing Vehicle Tracked] going in and coming out’ and then filmed the confusion on the beach ‘a good number of LVTs knocked out with mortar fire’.15 Meanwhile, Don Senick was also in the thick of it, he recalled: ‘When I did arrive on shore it was impossible to try to picture anything. I was caught between two lanes of heavy mortar fire which proved very devastating in the immediate area. After two hours of this terrific bombardment, explosions so close that my hearing was numb and blank, I gave up in despair and returned to the ship’.16


Not far from the landing beach, Damien and John decided to stay ashore and during the night shared a foxhole, but it was unlikely they got much sleep. The Japanese launched several localised counterattacks, while not far offshore, US destroyers provided supporting bombardments against known Japanese positions.17


At first light, Damien and John boiled a billy for their early morning mug of tea; they shared this with another Australian journalist who had just come ashore, Denis Warner. Having finished their tea, the three men made their way to the headquarters tent. Warner recalled many years later: ‘After the landing was consolidated on Peleliu, we made [for] the American headquarters on the island, so we were all together. I don’t know how many of us there were – they’d be a dozen or so. I saw quite a lot of Damien’.18


It was now the turn of the marines of the 7th Division to launch attacks against the southern part of the island, which was known to be strongly fortified, while the men of the 1st and 5th divisions would continue the fight for the airfield and the high ground beyond already christened ‘Bloody Nose Ridge’. Denis would go on to cover the fighting there, while Damien and John would cover the fighting to the south.19


* * *




During the afternoon of 16 September, Damien, John and the marines had pushed through the thick jungle towards their objective, Ngarmoked Island, which was connected to the main island by a narrow 100-metre-long strip. The causeway was relatively barren with only the odd bush, but the tiny atoll itself was covered in thick vegetation providing excellent cover for the Japanese.


At the end of the causeway was a large blockhouse, and covering each flank were smaller pillboxes positioned to provide heavy machinegun enfilade. It was not long before US aircraft began bombing the small island while fighters followed behind strafing the area with machinegun fire and rockets. The marines were to go in at 3.30 pm, but they were in desperate need of water, so the attack was postponed until the next day. All night long the atoll was plastered with shells and rockets.20


* * *


Next morning – Sunday 17 September: Damien and John were up early; both being devout Catholics they attended a hurried mass before boiling their billy for their morning tea. Not long after, John reported the attack of the marines against Ngarmoked Island: ‘At eight o’clock the attack was ready, it was to be headed by a [Sherman] tank and one platoon of infantrymen with B Company following. The 37s were still plastering the line of the promontory where it opened out as the tank began to move across the isthmus. It was halfway [across] when ... waves of machinegun [fire] from the trees beyond began tearing at its side and whining above the men who had dived sprawling to the earth behind it. The fire from the promontory slackened and died. The tank and the men pushed on’.21


Behind these men the remainder of the company moved out in squads to cross the narrow strip of ground connecting the small island to Peleliu. Meanwhile, the advancing Sherman was now being pelted with Japanese grenades and additional machinegun and rifle fire. The tank was forced to withdrawal and the marines fell back seeking any cover it could provide.




Many men were now falling out of the fighting from the lack of water in the 38 degrees Celsius heat. All that morning, Damien filmed the action; at one point a marine sergeant yelled at him to get down as he was going to get himself killed.22


By mid-afternoon additional Sherman tanks arrived; they were to advance in single file across the narrow strip of no-man’s land. Damien decided to advance behind the first tank to capture the images of the advancing marines, while John would be behind the second tank doing the same scribbling down his impressions as the marines and tanks fought their way onto the tiny island. John, who would survive the war, recalled seeing Damien taking up his position behind the leading Sherman. Halfway across the causeway, the Japanese opened fire. Marine sergeant, Jim Moll with ‘A’ Company recalled:


Companies B and C tried to cross but couldn’t make it – they both had many casualties; so Able [‘A’ Company] was next. The whole causeway was soon littered with wounded and dead marines .... I ran at full speed, [but] about halfway across I recognised this young marine that I knew as ‘Jersey Joe’ – I was from New Jersey, and this young marine, who was no more than sixteen, used to chat to me about Jersey. When he saw me, he yelled, ‘Sarg, help me!’ I was already past him, but I came back; his helmet was off and the young guy’s leg was shot off just above the knee and still attached to the body by a piece of the thigh, and blood was pouring out. I took his trouser belt off to use as a tourniquet, yelled for a Corpsman a couple of times, and wished him good luck. I shall never forget that kid if I live to be a hundred.23


Among the first to be killed was Damien as he walked backwards behind the leading tank filming the faces of the advancing marines. The bullets from the first burst of machinegun fire tore into his body;



his camera spun out of his hands, and he crashed to the ground. The island would not be taken until the following day.


John Brennan managed to make it off the causeway and spent an anxious night waiting for Damien to make an appearance. Historian Neil McDonald describes vividly and disturbingly how a distraught John Brennan discovered Damien’s body the following afternoon: ‘Souvenir-hunting marines had plundered the corpse. The camera had been opened, and around Damien’s body were the reels of his unspooled film and empty film cans’.24


Denis Warner later wrote of his friend: ‘Damien once said, “We shall find most of our gold in the hidden detail of expression of our men by watching carefully, noting expression and gestures, and shooting circumspectly at the dead right moment.” What he did not add was that to put himself in such a situation he often had to take even greater risks than the men in the scene he was recording’.25


* * *


The year before his death, Damien’s film Kokoda Front Line – documenting the fighting along the Kokoda Track – was honoured with Australia’s first Academy Award. Indeed, two years before his death, Damien had been on the track filming the fighting from August to September 1942, which would become the source material for Kokoda Front Line. Neil McDonald concluded in his biography of Damien: ‘The war in New Guinea is largely remembered through Parer’s films and frame enlargements’.26 Indeed, many men who fought up and down the track in August–September 1942 recalled seeing the young cameraman who seemed hell bent on recording their heroic actions for posterity.
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‘THIS OFFICER IS THE BEST COMPANY COMMANDER I HAVE KNOWN’


With the battles for Kokoda Plateau lost, the senior Allied commanders based in Australia finally realised they had badly misjudged the Japanese objectives. Australian Lieutenant General, Thomas Blamey – a 58-year-old professional soldier from Victoria, commanding the Allied Land Forces, South West Pacific Area (SWPA), and his superior – the 62-year-old, American general, Douglas MacArthur, the Supreme Commander of Allied Forces in the SWPA had originally assessed that the Japanese landings at Gona and Buna were tasked with establishing several airbases along the northern coast of Papua. They now realised that the Japanese, while establishing an airbase near Buna, were also intent on capturing Port Moresby by using the Kokoda Track, which runs through the Owen Stanley Range.1


Australian Major General, William Morris, a 56-year-old professional soldier from Victoria, commanded New Guinea Force (NGF), overseeing all Australian forces in New Guinea. He was desperately short of men and materials, but what he needed most was transport aircraft to keep his troops – who were fighting the Japanese on the northern side of the Owen Stanleys – supplied with food and ammunition. Morris signalled an urgent request to Army Headquarters in Australia on 3 August: ‘Supply situation Maroubra



and Kangaii most serious. Must repeat, must have transport planes with parachutes stationed here immediately. Failing this, operations will be jeopardised and forward troops liable to starvation’.2 Soon after he sent another cable:


It’s only a matter of arithmetic. We’ve mustered all the natives possible. The Koitaki plantations are denuded, and rubber production has ceased. Many of these men desert and take supplies with them, because it’s impossible to provide a police-boy to guard every carrier. It’s a journey of 12 days to Maroubra Force, and there’s no other surface means of transport. With 2000 carriers working continually, we should deliver just over 3000 lb [1.5 tons] of supplies a day at Deniki – about half the amount needed there. I don’t think we can keep anything like 2000 carriers working continuously, but with one freight plane, we can and have dropped 4000 lb. of supplies close to the forward troops. I don’t want to have to withdraw these troops, but if we can’t supply them, they can’t fight. So for God’s sake, get transport aircraft from somewhere.3


Indeed, the fighting over the last three weeks had demonstrated that even supplying a single battalion was taxing the limits of the local carriers. Air drops, especially at the recently opened drop zone at Myola, which was just two days march from Kokoda, needed to be rapidly increased, but instead, the only two air transports in Papua – called appropriately ‘biscuit bombers’ – had just been ordered back to Australia!






Lieutenant Bert Kienzle, who had discovered Myola and constructed the facilities there, anxiously waited day after day for the drops to recommence – but the skies remained empty. These aircraft would not begin dropping supplies at Myola again until 10 August – the day that Kokoda fell to the Japanese for a second time.4


That said, supplies dropped by biscuit bombers was far from a perfect solution.


At this stage, parachutes were not used, and supplies were wrapped in hessian bags in an attempt to soften the impact when they hit the ground, and to keep the contents from ‘exploding’ on impact over a broad area. Usually less than half of the supplies dropped were recovered, and those that were found were often useless. If equipment, it could be damaged beyond repair; ammunition could also be damaged, making it dangerous or impossible to use. Food could be scattered over a broad area, making rice, sugar, tea, and salt frequently unrecoverable, while bully beef tins were frequently punctured and the meat quickly went bad, and even the notoriously hard army biscuits could be pulverised to crumbs.5


* * *


Before the war, 37-year-old Bert Kienzle had been a planter and gold miner in the Yodda Valley, about 15-kilometre northwest of Kokoda. Bert had been in Sydney with his wife Meryl and their two children, Carl and Katherine, on a long overdue vacation when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbour. Bert left his family safely in Sydney and returned alone to Yodda. On returning, he was soon attached to the Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit (ANGAU), and in June 1942 became responsible for organising Papuan carrying parties along the Kokoda Track through the Owen Stanleys for Maroubra Force. These carrying parties were crucial in getting supplies to the frontline and getting the badly wounded out. However, even with the superhuman effort of the carriers, they alone could not keep the troops supplied. Air drops were critical in supplying the men of Maroubra Force.6




Before the war, Bert Kienzle had either used a local schooner to sail to and from Port Moresby, or he had used the small airstrip he had built at Yodda or the larger airfield at Kokoda to fly across the mountains. He had never crossed the Owen Stanleys on foot, but soon the track would become all too familiar.


On some of his earlier flights he had noticed two large dry-lake beds in the mountains, about six kilometres east of Kagi. After the Japanese invasion, air drops were made at Efogi and Kagi, but the appalling terrain meant that most of these stores could not be recovered. In early August, Kienzle set out to explore the dry lakes, as he judged they would make excellent airfields or drop zones.


While the first dry lakebed he discovered was too marshy for aircraft to land, the broad open expanse provided a perfect place where stores could be dropped and collected. Within a week, he had blazed a trail from the main track to the unnamed dry lake, which he christened ‘Myola’ – an Aboriginal name meaning ‘Dawn of Day’. By now, Bert knew his home and associated buildings at Yodda were likely occupied by the Japanese – assuming they were still standing.7


* * *


With the Japanese advance from Kokoda, there was finally a flurry of activity in Australia to reinforce the militia battalions based in New Guinea. Plans were now underway to deploy troops of the 2nd Australian Imperial Force (2nd AIF) now training in tropical Queensland having returned from the Middle East. It was as if someone had disturbed an ant’s nest.


Until now, the defence of this Australian territory had been the sole responsibility of six poorly trained and equipped militia battalions. The Australian 14th Brigade, 2nd Division, commanded by Great War veteran, Brigadier Walter Smith, a 47-year-old engineer from Sydney, consisted of the 3rd, 36th and 55th militia battalions, which had arrived in Port Moresby in May 1942. They were the first substantial reinforcements to reach Port Moresby since early January



1942, when the 39th and 53rd militia battalions arrived to reinforce the 49th Battalion; collectively these three battalions formed the independent 30th Brigade, commanded by 37-year-old Brigadier Selwyn Porter. The initial fighting along the northern Papuan coast and the Owen Stanleys by Maroubra Force would fall upon the men of his 39th Battalion.8


Porter had been a banker at Wangaratta in Victoria, but with the outbreak of the war he joined the 2nd AIF, and as a major he temporarily commanded the 2/6th Battalion, leading the advance that captured Derna in Libya. He was subsequently promoted to lieutenant colonel, and commanded the 2/31st Battalion, leading his men through the Syria-Lebanon Campaign where he was wounded. On returning to Australia, he was promoted to temporary brigadier and placed in command of the independent 30th Infantry Brigade based in Port Moresby.9


* * *


Back in Australia, the veterans of the Australian 7th Division who had fought so gallantly in the Middle East, Greece, and North Africa were preparing to leave for Port Moresby. First World War veteran, Major General Arthur ‘Tubby’ Allen, a 48-year-old accountant from Hurstville in New South Wales, had fought during the First World War at Gallipoli, and later served on the Western Front. He had recently commanded the Australian 16th Brigade, 6th Division during the Greek and North African campaigns and was given command of the Australian 7th Division during the Syria-Lebanon campaign. Allen was described as ‘animated at all times by a burning loyalty to his officers and men’.10


With Japan’s entry into the war, the 6th and 7th divisions were rushed back to Australia – the 9th Division would remain in North Africa until early 1943 were they would figure prominently in the battle of Alamein. Allen was now driving his men hard in the basics of jungle warfare, learning what lessons they could from the few



survivors of the Australian 8th Division who had fought against the Japanese in South-East Asia, including Malaya and Singapore.11


The men of the 6th and 7th divisions fighting with British forces in the northern hemisphere had been involved in great land battles with well-established chains of command and relatively good communications. They were supported with large numbers of tanks, aircraft and artillery, and the fighting was usually in open terrain. Allen’s men were about to be initiated into the grim realities of fighting in New Guinea.


Combat on the jungle-covered islands of the South Pacific reverted to the very basics – close-quarter killing. The strategic campaigns fought in the South Pacific would be dominated by tactical decisions made at the company and platoon level. In these jungles and mountains, the rifle and bayonet, grenade, sub-machine gun, and mortar were king.12


With little warning on 3 August, the Australian 18th and 21st brigades, Australian 7th Division were given their marching orders, and on 6 August, they set sail from Brisbane for New Guinea. The convoy soon split with the ships carrying the 2/10th Battalion, 18th Brigade, veering off to the east for Milne Bay, while the men of 2/14th and 2/16th battalions, 21st Brigade made for Port Moresby.


At Milne Bay, the Australians in late August would decisively defeat a Japanese invasion force, which was supported with tanks. This attack was to help isolate Port Moresby and capture the airfields at Milne Bay under construction. The battle for Milne Bay would go down in history as the first decisive defeat of Japanese land forces in the Second World War.13 Indeed, the future Field Marshal, Lord Slim, commanding the 15th Indian Corps in Burma (Myanmar), recalled after the war: ‘We were helped too, by a very cheering piece of news that now reached us, and of which, as a morale raiser, I made great use. In August and September 1942, Australian troops had, at Milne Bay in New Guinea, inflicted on the Japanese their first undoubted defeat on land. If the Australians, in conditions very like ours, had done it, so could we. Some of us may forget that of all the Allies, it was Australian



soldiers who first broke the spell of the invincibility of the Japanese Army; those of us who were in Burma have cause to remember’.14


* * *


Meanwhile, 2000 kilometres to the east, a campaign against the Japanese within the SWPA was launched the day after the men of the 7th Division left for New Guinea. On 7 August, the US marines stormed ashore unopposed on the beaches of Guadalcanal in the Solomons; it would not be long before the Japanese made their presence known.


The brutal and desperate battle for Guadalcanal and its airstrip would have direct consequences for the fighting along the Kokoda Track. It forced the Japanese high command to hedge their bets. They would not commit the bulk of the Japanese South Seas Force, commanded by Major General Horii Tomitarô, to the Port Moresby attack until the situation on Guadalcanal had been resolved. The bulk of Horii’s combat force would remain on the northern side of the Owen Stanleys, in case they were needed to reinforce Guadalcanal.15


The Japanese high command realised that the fighting now raging in Papua and breaking out in the Solomons were essentially two flanks of the same campaign. To lose either would be disastrous for their defence plans, not only in the South Pacific, but the broader Pacific and Asia – the consequences did not bear thinking about.


Indeed, Papua along with the Solomon Islands, Fiji and New Caledonia were to be incorporated into a forward defence ‘line’ defining the Japanese Southern Resource Zone, which was to isolate Australia and New Zealand from the United States. With the Japanese defeat during the battle of Midway in early June, the invasions of Fiji and New Caledonia were on hold. Now there was a very real danger that the reduced Japanese Southern Resource Zone defined by New Guinea and the Solomons would be shattered before it could be established; leaving the Philippines, and even parts of mainland Asia, exposed to aerial attack and later invasion.16




* * *


Back in Port Moresby, a shake-up of NGF was underway with Morris being replaced. Until now, Port Moresby had been considered a backwater posting; however, that was clearly no longer the case with the Japanese invasion at Gona and Buna and their advance to Kokoda.


Great War veteran, Lieutenant General Sydney Rowell, a 48-year-old professional soldier from South Yarra in Victoria, replaced Morris. Rowell, a Gallipoli veteran, had been one of the first graduates of Duntroon in 1911 – Australia’s premier military college. He had served with great distinction with the 2nd AIF during the fighting in Syria-Lebanon, Greece and North Africa. On returning to Australia, Rowell was given command of the Australian I Corps.17


Respected by officers and men alike, Rowell was considered highly competent and principled with one of his senior officers recalling, ‘the trouble with Syd is that he expects everyone to act like a saint’.18 On 1 August, he was appointed the head of NGF; however, Morris did not hear of this until Rowell arrived in Port Moresby on 11 August to take command. He probably knew what was about to happen when just before Rowell arrived, Morris received a cable merely stating, ‘Syd is coming’. By most accounts, Morris was pleased to be relieved of his heavy responsibility that was aggravated by his lack of support by the Australian high command.


The next day, Morris was transferred to command ANGAU – essentially a military government in Australian-controlled New Guinea.19 To Rowell’s credit he was keen to point out to Blamey that Morris ‘has had a lot to contend with and none of my people have anything but admiration for the way he has battled along. It is all too easy to walk in with experienced people and tidy up a going concern, and we are not a bit disposed to criticise our predecessors’.20


* * *




The day before Rowell arrived in Port Moresby to take command of NGF, the new commanding officer of the 39th Battalion, Lieutenant Colonel Ralph Honner, and acting brigade major with the independent 30th Brigade, Arthur Anderson, begun their trek to cross the mountains. Honner was to take command of the battalion at Deniki from Major Allan Cameron, a 33-year-old lawyer from Elwood in Victoria. Honner was also to act as the temporary commander of Maroubra Force. He recalled a decade later: ‘After flying from Western Australia to Port Moresby, I received orders, as commander of Maroubra Force, to hold the enemy on the other side of the mountains until relieved by the 21st Brigade’.21


Ralph Honner, a 37-year-old lawyer from Nedlands in Western Australia, was already a hard-edged veteran of the war. As a captain with the 2/11th Battalion, he had been 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 enabled the bulk of the Anzac and British force to escape off the island. He and several others, who had been listed as killed or captured, evaded the Germans for months before commandeering a small boat and sailing to Egypt.22 His commanding officer at the time said of Honner: ‘This officer is the best company commander I have known, in this or the last war. Throughout the campaign he had led his men on all occasions with courage, cheerfulness, calmness and skill. He commanded the rearguard from Kalabaka through Larissa to Domokos and later distinguished himself at Thermopylae’.23


The men of the 39th Battalion could not have wished for a better commanding officer.


Brigade Major, Arthur Anderson, a 30-year-old gold refiner from Kalgoorlie in Western Australia, who was accompanying Honner on his trek, was also a 2nd AIF veteran. He had fought with the 2/16th Battalion against the Vichy French (built around the French Foreign Legion) in Syria and Lebanon. On returning to Australia, he was assigned to the 39th Battalion, but soon after arriving in Port Moresby,



he was promoted to acting brigade major. As such, he was forced to remain in Port Moresby while the 39th Battalion was sent over the mountains from mid to late July to do battle with the Japanese.24










ii Kanga force consisted of the Australian 1st Independent Company, the Australian 2/5th Commando Squadron, and the New Guinea Volunteer Rifles who were fighting the Japanese around Lae and Salamaua about 200 kilometres west of Buna in the former German colony of North-East New Guinea, ceded to Australia after World War One. The administrative distinction between Papua and North-East New Guinea was soon dropped, and all were collectively called Papua New Guinea under the control of the Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit (ANGAU).
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‘MICE OF MORESBY’




Just hours before Honner and Anderson left to cross the mountains – and the day before Rowell took command of NGF – Morris issued orders for two companies of the poorly trained and equipped militiamen of the 53rd Battalion to advance over the Owen Stanley Range to reinforce the 39th Battalion at Deniki. The remainder of the battalion would stay in Port Moresby, but within days its remaining two rifle companies would also be ordered to cross the mountains. Many of these men were unfit and sick with malaria, regardless, they were expected to cross the jungle and cloud-covered mountains on foot, and at the end of it do battle with the Japanese.1


The men of the 53rd Battalion had been treated appallingly. Hastily formed on 1 November 1941, these men would soon be on their way to New Guinea. To help make up the numbers required to build up the battalion to full strength, about 100 young, single men were shanghaied from the streets of Sydney on Boxing Day 1941. Twenty-two-year-old Private Clarence James, from Canberra, with the battalion, recalled the many questions raised by these youngsters as they stood in their civilian clothes at Ingleburn Army camp: ‘That night, the new recruits gathered around the Orderly Room, most of them distressed ... and asking me, “Where are we going?” “Is there a telephone I can use?” “Can you get a message to my mother?” In the half-light filtering through the windows, I tried to talk to them – to console them’.2


The next day – 27 December – these young ‘recruits’ and the rest of the battalion were herded onto the transport ships HMT Aquitania and SS Sarpedon. They had been told they were going to garrison Darwin. Sydney-sider, Sergeant Keith Irwin, a former 19-year-old copy boy



with the Sydney Sun now with ‘A’ Company, 53rd Battalion, was on board the Aquitania and was concerned recalling: ‘We received a draft of soldiers, mostly eighteen years of age. These poor devils had no idea what was happening to them .... Once the Aquitania put to sea, we were told that we would be heading for Port Moresby .... A training programme was implemented so that we NCOs (non-commissioned officers) could give the new recruits some elementary training in the use and handling of the .303 rifle’.3


The battalion chaplain, 29-year-old Captain Roy Wotton, had spent much of his time on board the troop transport writing letters home to parents of the young ‘recruits’ informing them that their sons were now heading for the jungle-covered island of New Guinea to help defend Australia from the advancing Japanese; he recalled:


We landed in Moresby towards the end of January 1942, and it was chaotic. They had put all the tents and things first on the ship, so that they were last to come off, and for almost a fortnight we lived out in the open air. We were subjected to mosquitoes; there was one tap to a whole battalion ... and all these chappies did was unload ships and make roads and did very little military training. Ultimately when it was necessary to go across the Kokoda Track, they were very poorly trained. The battalion, while it was in Moresby, had no cohesion because of the jobs that it was given. They had one exercise and they were ill-equipped in every way to go into battle’.4


He also recalled: ‘I took one church parade, which was the only time the 53rd got together; there were no athletics, no social events to give them esprit de corps .... The 53rd was nothing more than a collection of companies scattered around the town, and they developed a “garrison mentality”.’5


The battalion was commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Kenneth Ward, a 39-year-old public servant from Chester Hill in New South



Wales, described by his commanding officer Brigadier Porter as good as any AIF commanding officer and was noted to exercise his command with judgement and zeal.6 However, circumstances worked against him, as on arriving at Port Moresby, his men were designated by NGF to wharf duties, loading and unloading ships, rather than conducting combat training. When not loading or unloading stores, much of their time was spent on guard duty. The battalion had in July received eight officers from the 2nd AIF, but they had little time to make any significant impact in the poor condition of the battalion in terms of the men’s health, training and morale. What training did take place was at the platoon level, given their workload, and it was half-hearted at best. Not surprisingly their morale was rock bottom.7


A typical day for the battalion can be ascertained from its war diary which records for 6 May 1942: ‘Five officers, 120 other ranks unloading boat from 0200 hrs. – 1000 hrs. CO on reccee. B. Coy [Company] area inspecting Beach Wiring. Instruction received from Brigade, for D. Coy to return to unit from Defence BOMANA DROME. Carrier Platoon to take over Para-Troop Defence of BOMANA and LALOKI DROMES’.8


Even without hindsight, sending these men into the mountains to do battle with the Japanese was a recipe for disaster. It was at this point that the militiamen heard a broadcast from ‘Tokyo Rose’ who announced that the Japanese Emperor had heard about the famed Australian ‘Rats of Tobruk’. She went on to announce that Australia now had their ‘Mice of Moresby’ who would soon fall to the Japanese. Many took up the mantle happily calling themselves proudly the ‘Mice of Moresby’.9


Among the men of the 53rd Battalion was 22-year-old Private Clarence ‘Clarry’ Meredith from Wollongong in New South Wales, who had signed up with the battalion in May 1941 and recalled on reaching Port Moresby:


The conditions were appalling ... no mosquito nets, no proper cooking, very little fresh water .... This was the beginning of the breakdown of morale in the early stages. We were forced to light



fires at night and cover them with green leaves and try and keep in the smoke to keep the mosquitos at bay, but of course this was against orders but ignored quite often ....


The company was moved ... we erected our tents, and even whilst trying to get settled in we were on work parties at the dock and on barges plus night picquet guard duty on Naval fuel dumps, erecting wire entanglements, digging slit trenches on the hills around Port Moresby ... rations in short supply and fresh water rationed ....


All of this had personnel wondering what we were – soldiers or labourers, and morale was poor .... The company moved [again] ... air raids were prevalent, and the placing of this camp was in line with the flight path of the bombers attempting to silence the A/A 3-7 batteries on Mt Tuaguba .... No lights were allowed at night, naturally, but I remember on some occasions when the officers’ lines used lanterns, this caused dissention amongst the troops. On one occasion a threat was made to shoot a light out when an alert was on. Morale was not good at this time.10


Leading a platoon of the 53rd was a young officer Lieutenant Ronald Plater, from Edgecliff in New South Wales; just months before, the 21-year-old had graduated from Duntroon. Plater commanded a platoon of ‘A’ Company and recounted years later:


I finished up with this terrible platoon, nice guys but knew nothing at all about soldiering. And unfortunately, there was very little time for them to train; it was a shocking situation there because they’re all militia troops, there were no AIF there at all virtually, except a few officers. And these boys were supposed to learn, do a bit of military training, and also unload ships, so night after night we would be ... unloading ships and then what time you could find during the day we’d try and train them. And we eventually got some Bren guns, and another officer and I, who knew a bit about Bren guns, had to try and train the whole of the 53rd Battalion in the use of Bren guns ... in between unloading ships’.11




Despite the unpreparedness of these men, and their officers to conduct offensive operations, on 10 August Lieutenant Colonel Ward received orders to advance to Kokoda. The men of ‘B’ Company were to leave for Uberi early the next morning to reinforce the 39th Battalion at Deniki.12


During the early morning hours of 11 August, Captain William Reid, a 34-year-old shop assistant from Sydney, made his way to the commanding officer of ‘B’ Company, Captain Thomas Cairns, a 41-year-old clerk from Queanbeyan in New South Wales. Without warning, Cairns was informed just after 2 am that he and his company would within hours begin their trek across the Owen Stanleys to reinforce the 39th Battalion. Orders were also issued for ‘C’ Company, led by Captain James Bryce, a 22-year-old university student from Melbourne; he and his men would move out the following day.13


The men of ‘B’ Company made their way to the base kit store to try and make good any deficiency in clothing and equipment. The men were then placed in trucks and transported to Ower’s Corner by 10.30 am where they were inspected by their battalion commander. From there they moved forward to the first leg of their journey into the Owen Stanleys, Uberi.


The battalion war diary records that the company moved out with ‘Light Automatics, Rifles and equipment. Packs were carried .... Orders received for C. Coy to move on 12 Aug. to UBERI thence by normal stages KOKODA area and relieve 39 Battalion’.14


The next day – 12 August – the men of ‘C’ Company moved out at 8 am for the ordnance depot to collect their rations and supplies. Two hours later they were transported to Ower’s Corner where Lieutenant Colonel Ward and Captain Reid were present; the CO inspected his men before they moved out along the track. Later that afternoon, Ward met Brigadier Porter, who informed the battalion commander that his ‘A’ and ‘D’ companies would also be moving out. By 8 pm, Ward had issued orders to these two company commanders informing them of their imminent advance across the mountains.15








[image: ]


* * *


The bulk of the 53rd Battalion was expected to unite with the 39th Battalion by 20 August. The men of the 39th Battalion had been fighting the Japanese since the day of the invasion three weeks before, and had proven that with good leadership and training, the militiamen could perform just as bravely and stubbornly as the men of the 2nd AIF.


Humour played an important part in maintaining morale, as recalled by Lieutenant Douglas McClean, a 27-year-old furrier from Melbourne, with ‘D’ Company, 39th Battalion. McClean’s platoon had been the only troops to be flown into Kokoda before it fell to the Japanese. He recalled many years later: ‘Australians always could laugh at the situation somehow. One batman came to me offering me a fried egg and two fried tomatoes one morning when we hadn’t eaten for ... days. He said, “Captain Bidstrup couldn’t quite manage these, sir” he said. “Would you care for a fried egg and two tomatoes?” I said, “Get out of it, Looms.”


Sergeant John Manol, a 21-year-old tradesman from Prahran in Victoria, also recalled his officer making the best of it with humour: ‘They found a pumpkin and cooked it up. McClean did the right thing and made sure that all the men got theirs first ... and then he said to me, “Moey?” “What is it, Doug?” “Close your eyes and think that you’re at Maxims. This isn’t pumpkin, imagine this is souffle!” I said to him, “Close your eyes and cross your bloody legs, and it’s still bloody pumpkin!”.’16


Because the men of the 53rd Battalion had been provided no real military training, and the high command went out of its way to indicate they had no concern for their welfare, many of these men despised the army and the military in general. The resulting poor morale deprived many of the ability to laugh at a bad situation. Their appalling treatment remains a blemish on the reputation of the Australian High Command. Indeed, the incredibly rushed nature of their deployment to New Guinea, and later towards Kokoda,



demonstrates a complete disregard for their welfare, and it would have a significant impact in the fighting around Isurava, through no fault of the men themselves.


Blame rests with the senior staff in Australia, and in Port Moresby, for their total lack of preparedness and sudden thrust into battle totally untrained and unprepared.17
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‘GONE BUSH’




The commander of the 2nd AIF 21st Brigade, Brigadier Arnold Potts, arrived in Port Moresby a few days before his men. Potts, a 46-year-old farmer from Kojonup in Western Australia, left Townsville on 8 August on board a Sunderland flying boat for the six-hour flight to Port Moresby. Potts had been severely wounded in France during the Great War where he was awarded a Military Cross.1 He was described by the Australian official historian of the Kokoda Campaign, Dudley McCarthy, who himself was a veteran with the 2/17th Battalion: ‘There was great strength in his thick-set frame, despite his 46 years, an even greater strength of spirit behind the round, cheerful English face, the blue eyes which smiled from beneath grey hair cut en brosse [crew cut]. He had served through Gallipoli and on to the end of the Great War, settled on a Western Australian farm between the wars, joined the 2/16th Battalion as a company commander on its formation, distinguished himself in Syria, and been promoted to command the 21st Brigade early in April’.2


Captain Frank Sublet, a 22-year-old public servant from Perth, commanding ‘B’ Company, 2/16th Battalion recalled: ‘Potts was an inspiring leader. He was quite fearless and endeared himself to his officers and men by sharing danger and discomfort with them. While solicitous for his men, he was aggressive and skilful in handling his command. On the Owen Stanley track, he showed himself constantly to his troops. And this did a great deal to sustain morale. Knowing that he was the senior allied commander in the battle, the outcome of which would be vital to the security of Moresby, and by extension, Australia, he never allowed the responsibility to weigh him down’.3 



 Lieutenant Stan Bisset, a 29-year-old clerk from Surrey Hills in Victoria, and former Wallaby international, now with the 2/14th Battalion, also recalled: ‘A leader, a man to be admired and respected, always mindful of the welfare of the troops under his command; courageous and could not be faulted in any way for his leadership in the Owen Stanleys’.4


Accompanying Potts to Port Moresby was his Brigade Major Hugh Challen, a 36-year-old manufacturer from Melbourne, and 42-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Stanley Legge, attached to Blamey’s staff. However, NGF had received little warning of the brigade’s imminent arrival. Potts knew that he was to push through to Maroubra Force as soon as possible, and on arriving in Port Moresby, he organised for his brigade’s staging area to be at Itiki in the southern foothills of the Owen Stanleys, around 40 kilometres northeast of Port Moresby. He chose the spot because the high altitude minimised the risk of malaria, and it was close to the motorised transport that would take the men to the start of the Kokoda Track at Ower’s Corner. The men were also issued with quinine tablets as a precaution against malaria, as they were still located near lowland swamps.5


On 12 August, the US ‘Liberty’ troop transports ferrying Potts’ battalions anchored off Port Moresby. The men of the 2/14th Battalion were soon disembarking from the transport James Fenimore Cooper, and those of the 2/16th Battalion from the James Wilson. The remaining battalion of the 21st Brigade, the 2/27th Battalion, would arrive the next day on board another Liberty transport, SS Zebulon Pike.6 On board the James Wilson, was Lieutenant William Grayden, 23-year-old, mechanical engineer from Como in Western Australia, commanding 15 Platoon, ‘C’ Company.


Like many of the battalion, he had seen action during the Syrian Campaign. He observed in the harbour several, ‘ships crippled by Japanese bombing raids prominent in its waters’. On being transferred ashore, he and his men were soon in trucks on their way to their bivouac area, he noticed as they passed the airfields on the outskirts



of Port Moresby: ‘Apart from the myriad serviceable aircraft, the areas surrounding the airstrip were littered with aircraft in varying stages of damage or disrepair .... Within a few hours of disembarking from the James Wilson, we were ... [at] our bivouac area of Itiki – a semi-rural area in the foothills outside Port Moresby. Army tents, each housing four soldiers, had been erected for us, and after settling in, everything felt completely familiar’.7


Also on board the James Wilson was Captain Henry ‘Blue’ Steward, a 30-year old physician from Melbourne, and now Regimental Medical Officer (RMO) with the 2/16th Battalion: ‘It didn’t look much of a place to be fighting for’ recalled Steward, ‘and there didn’t seem to be much Army activity, but at least the small Australian garrison was pleased to see us’.8


Among those watching their arrival with great interest was Osmar White, a 33-year-old journalist with Melbourne’s The Herald and Weekly Times. He recorded at the time: ‘All day they rolled up the road from the harbour in open trucks, bound for foothill camps. I spent a good deal of time sitting on the porch of Correspondents’ House, watching them. Their appearance was inspiring. They were men who had played a leading part in that grim sideshow in Syria the year before – where Australians wore their slouch hats into battle because the French were “on our side” and steel helmets might provoke “incidents”. These troops were tested and selected by war. They were scrawny muscled and burned to the colour of leather by desert winds. There were no weeds among them. They betrayed no enthusiasm. They did not cheer and catcall. They knew what fighting meant and they were going to fight’.9


Another who had anchored in the harbour that day was 40-year-old Major Albert Moore with the Salvation Army, and his assistant 36-year-old Corporal William ‘Jock’ Inglis. Like many of the men, the major was suffering from a bad case of dysentery, but on getting on dry land, his and the condition of many others rapidly improved. Moore had accompanied the 2nd AIF to the Middle East and had



gained a reputation as a brave and resourceful man, often taking risks to provide news and supplies, including tea and sugar as well as writing material, to the men in the frontline.


Corporal Robert Iskov, a 22-year-old farm labourer from Glenrowan in Victoria, with ‘B’ Company, 2/14th Battalion recalled Major Albert Moore during the fighting in Syria: ‘They opened up with artillery at times, and our gallant Salvation Army man, Albert Moore, was warned of taking his truck some of the roads which were dangerous because the enemy was shelling them; if they saw movement, they’d open up. He then acquired a couple of mules ... and he put panniers of hot coffee and his biscuits and cigarettes and chocolates and things on the mules and took them up the mountain tracks to as far as he could get’.10


Moore would soon become well known to most men who hiked the track, having established his ‘coffee and comfort bar’ in the heart of the Owen Stanleys.11


The Salvo major had arrived in Port Moresby bringing with him, from his time in the Middle East, his battered truck, which he named Vikel, along with his coffee urns, pots and pans, and other equipment.12 Moore later recalled anchoring in the harbour, and their trip to Itiki; unlike Lieutenant Grayden, once arriving there, he did not recall any tents awaiting them:


Our second-in-charge, Captain Phil Rhoden, suggested that Jock and myself should move inland with the troops and return to Port Moresby when our mobile had been unloaded from the ship. We set off in a convoy of trucks with little to worry us, through the winding road to Rouna Falls. There we were held up for several hours before we could get permission to travel over the pass into the rubber plantation. The heat was stifling. I could see a grand opportunity there for a Red Shield centre. We were all thirsty, and the nearest water was at the Falls some 20 minutes away.




Finally, the word came to move forward. We were drenched with perspiration and covered with dust as we slowly climbed the steep grade up the pass. There were acute hairpin bends to be negotiated, but finally we were at the top. There, torrential rain began to fall, and everyone was drenched through. Trucks bogged and slid on the bad road. The men walked behind and alongside the trucks and, by sheer weight of numbers, kept the slithering vehicles from leaving the road.


At 9 pm, wet, miserable and hungry, we arrived at Itiki for the night. The men, directed into open grass fields in teeming rain, were to spend a cold, wet and cheerless night. I had a sleeping bag and, after a much-appreciated cup of tea and a bite of bully beef, I crept into my bag in my saturated clothes and tried to sleep.13


The brigade official diarist recorded the arrival of these men under heavy rain, which turned the earthen road into mud, making it extremely treacherous: ‘Several trucks went off the Rd, several broke down – these were badly driven and equally badly maintained – but the majority of the convoy arrived in the Bde area at about 2000 hrs’.14


* * *


Also arriving that day from Australia with Captain Steward was the medical staff of the seasoned 2/6th and later the 2/4th Field Ambulance. The already stretched medical units of the independent 30th Brigade were also finally being reinforced. However, on arriving, each was about 20 per cent under strength. Even so, with the increased number of medical units, it was possible for the trained medical staff to be located at a series of relay posts along the track at Uberi, Nauro, Efogi, Kagi, Eora Creek, Alola, Isurava and Deniki. Plans were soon underway for casualties to be treated and held at these aid posts, until they could be evacuated by native stretcher-



bearers to the lower levels of the range beyond Imita Ridge to a point where patients could be transferred to hospitals in the Moresby area by motor transport.15


* * *


Meanwhile, combat cameraman Damien Parer had arrived back in Port Moresby. He had spent the previous month filming the men of Kanga Force, who were conducting commando hit-and-run attacks against the Japanese around Lae and Salamaua, about 200 kilometres west of Buna along the northern coast of New Guinea.16 Along with newspaperman Osmar White and Chester Wilmot, a 31-year-old news broadcaster with the Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABC), he now planned to move out with the men of the 21st Brigade to document the fighting along the Kokoda Track. They got their blessing to do so from General Rowell himself.17


White recorded Parer’s appearance at the time: ‘Parer returned by plane from Wau the second week in August with a fearsome growth of black hair, and eyes that looked as if they had been burned into his skull with a red-hot poker, but he was still free of malaria and bubbling with energy. He wanted a place in the party for Kokoda’.18


Both Parer and Wilmot had got to know General Rowell and Brigadier Potts quite well, as they had covered the Australian campaigns in the Mediterranean and North Africa. Indeed, Wilmot and Rowell had become good friends. White found him to be frank, even with journalists. When White asked him about the coming campaign against the Japanese on the Kokoda Track, the general didn’t pull any punches: ‘As far as I am concerned, I’m willing to fall back and let the enemy have the rough stuff, if he wants it. I’m willing to present the Jap with the supply headaches I’ve got. But there are those who think otherwise. We need victory in the Pacific, and a lot of poor bastards have got to get killed to provide it’.19


‘Those who think otherwise’ was almost certainly a reference to MacArthur and Blamey, who were comfortably ensconced in Brisbane



and Melbourne respectively and would not be arriving in Papua anytime soon.


Parer’s first footage of the Kokoda Track was not on the track itself – that would come soon enough – it was from a biscuit bomber on a mission to drop supplies around Kagi. White and Wilmot had told Parer of their recent exploits when volunteering to act as unloaders on a biscuit bomber as it dropped supplies over Myola. Twenty-minutes after take-off, the C-47 was flying low at near tree top level above the two dry lake beds with one wing tilted so the men could kick the supplies out of the open door of the transport. As White kicked the first load out, he almost went with it; the only thing preventing his imminent demise was the rope tide around his waist and fasten to a ring bolt in the airframe. Parer was keen to film a supply drop, and the next day he got a ride on a biscuit bomber heading for Kagi.20


Just after taking off, Parer took footage of Seven-Mile-Drome and noted how crowded the airfield was with aircraft parked wingtip to wingtip. Twenty minutes later when he was filming the supply drop, Parer placed himself at risk, as the footage indicates he leaned outside the aircraft to capture the images of the supplies disappearing into the jungle covered mountains.21 On retuning to Port Moresby, there was a cable waiting for him from the ADI stating that he was to return to Australia on the next plane as there was ‘important work for him there’. He cabled back requesting his return be delayed for a month as he had ‘some work’ to complete – surely a hint that news was breaking; even so, the reply to his request came back: ‘Regret impossible, proceed south’.22


Parer in dismay was preparing for his return to Australia, but on hearing of his plight, Wilmot suggested they take up the issue with Rowell. The general recalled in his memoirs:


On the public-relations side we were blessed with a fine band of Australian correspondents. They could never complain that the information they were given was not frank and objective, but in any case, it would have been difficult to pull the wool over the



eyes of Geoffrey Hutton, Osmar White and Chester Wilmot, or men of their calibre. The form in which their stories eventually reached their papers and other media is another story, in view of the tight control imposed on them. I remember well that prince of photographers, Damien Parer. In the early days of the operations, I arranged for a party comprising White, Wilmot and Parer to go forward to Myola, to get and give a firsthand picture of what was happening. On the day they were to leave, Parer, who owed allegiance to the Department of Information, came to me in a great state. He had been ordered back to Townsville to make what he called a ‘stunt’ film for American consumption, and he wanted to know what he should do. I told him he had already started on his way and that I would deal with his principal.23


Rowell sent a cable to ADI stating that Parer had already ‘gone bush’ before receiving the reply to his request.24 Damien Parer, Chester Wilmot and Osmar White would soon be trekking across the Kokoda Track, with Parer free to begin filming the source material for what would become Kokoda Front Line.






5


‘I HAD ACTUALLY WALKED RIGHT THROUGH THE JAPANESE LINES’


It was the 12 August, and on the other side of the Owen Stanleys, the Japanese were advancing towards Deniki; eight kilometres south of Kokoda and 400 metres above its plateau. Here the men of the 39th Battalion and a handful of men from the 1st Papuan Infantry Battalion (PIB) were digging-in. All day, reports came in that the Japanese had begun their advance along the main Kokoda–Deniki Track.


Japanese Lieutenant Colonel Tsukamoto Hatsuo, and his men of I/144th Battalion, along with supporting elements, including mortar teams and heavy machineguns, would attack Deniki the next morning, supported with at least one mountain gun. His force numbered around 500 men. During 12 August, Tsukamoto announced his intent to the Australians at Deniki by ordering this gun to shell their positions. With the bombardment underway, he and his men continued their advance to Deniki. Japanese scouts were already reconnoitring the Australian positions.1


* * *


With reports coming in that the Japanese were advancing along the Kokoda–Deniki Track, and with Japanese shells now exploding around Deniki, Cameron ordered his men to ‘stand-to’. He was anxious, as he only had two companies at Deniki – ‘C’ and ‘D’ companies – along with his small headquarters company and a handful of men from the



1st PIB; his force likely numbered around 250 men. He had earlier ordered ‘E’ Company, which had taken up a position at Isurava, to move forward to Deniki, while the men of ‘B’ Company, who were badly in need of rest and reorganisation after weeks of combat, were now ordered to move forward from Eora Creek to Isurava.


The condition of ‘A’ Company, which had withdrawn from Kokoda during the night of 10 August, remained largely unknown. However, that morning, Cameron received a note from the officer commanding ‘A’ Company, Captain Noel Symington, a 25-year-old clerk from Perth, who had fought with the 2/16th Battalion in Syria. He wrote to Cameron that he had been forced to withdraw from Kokoda during the night on 10 August and was making his way back to Deniki – they were then west of Cameron’s position. He also wrote that his company had split into two groups; he was leading a party of four officers and around 50 other ranks, while a smaller group of around 20 men was being led by Sergeant William Guest, a 21-year-old clerk from East Brunswick in Victoria. The sick and wounded were dispersed among both groups, and Symington requested help for the wounded. He also informed his CO that he assessed there were up to 2000 Japanese in the Yodda Valley.2


That day, Sergeant David Irvine, a 26-year-old truck driver from Warrawong in New South Wales, with two of his men of the 1st PIB, accompanied by Corporal Jack Wilkinson and two men of the 39th Battalion, conducted a patrol towards Kokoda – it would be a busy day for Wilkinson. Thirty-five-year-old Corporal Wilkinson had been a mining operator at Misima in Papua, but with the outbreak of war, he signed up with the 2nd AIF and served in the Greek and Middle East campaigns. On returning to New Guinea, he was assigned to ANGAU, but soon after was transferred as the medic to ‘D’ Company, 39th Battalion. However, he volunteered to move out with Captain Sam Templeton’s ‘B’ Company when they got their marching orders to cross over the Owen Stanleys in early July, as Templeton had no medic in his company.3




On returning from their patrol during the afternoon of 12 August, Sergeant Irvine reported that they had killed six Japanese soldiers. Wilkinson, however reported that Irvine himself had shot them all with his submachine gun. Wilkinson now volunteered to go out and help bring in Symington and his wounded. All that night, as Wilkinson and half-a-dozen men of the 1st PIB made their way west towards Naro, where Symington and his men were sheltering for the night, the young corporal heard the coughing of Japanese troops all around them.


Clearly, the Japanese were preparing to attack the Australian position.


Wilkinson and his men made it to Naro in the early morning hours of 13 August and the next day he would bring in the missing and wounded men of ‘A’ Company to Isurava, as by then the battle for Deniki was raging.4


* * *


The men of ‘E’ Company did not arrive at Deniki till after 5 pm. The battalion war diary records, ‘consequently, many of their posns [positions] were taken up in the dark, and no recces could be made of their area. Careful watch was kept throughout the night, but the ENEMY remained quiet, and NO attack materialised. Heavy rain fell during the night and very few of the tps [troops] were able to keep dry’.5


Indeed, Lieutenant McClean later recalled the effects of the constant drenching and the inability to change into dry clothes. ‘We were in those socks for [many] ... weeks. And they had to surgically remove them eventually; they were embedded in the flesh. And you can imagine, the feet were white and pulpy. Had blisters and so on. We didn’t have our boots off, of course. And it rained every day around about four to six o’clock in the afternoon and right through till two o’clock the next morning. So, it meant that we were saturated every night. And 20 minutes after you’d start marching, you were bone dry, and another 20 minutes you were saturated with perspiration .... It



was a wonder people survived it. I saw flesh and blood strained to the utmost, and I couldn’t possibly believe how they could hang on under those circumstances’.6


Sergeant Russel Rosengren, a 24-year-old stone mason from Hampton in Victoria, with 21 Platoon, ‘E’ Company, recalled getting the order to move forward to Deniki: ‘We had been stationed at Isurava when we got word to move up to Deniki. On our way, a runner caught up with us and told us that an attack was expected before dark ... and for us to drop our packs, which I did, as did everyone else, and we were to hurry as fast as we could to Deniki. We got there just on dark’.7 Lieutenant Donald Simonson, a 22-year-old clerk from East Malvern in Victoria, commanding 20 Platoon, ‘E’ Company, who would be awarded an MC for his actions during the battle for Deniki, also recalled:


At 1400 hours the platoon moved in section groups from Isurava down towards the battalion position at Deniki, with one Lewis gun to the platoon .... The track, although downhill, was particularly rocky, and the going was hard, and it wasn’t long before we had strung out along the trail. The usual afternoon downpour arrived at 1700 hours, and we were all then properly soaked. The forward elements of the platoon arrived at Deniki just as the battalion was ‘standing to’; the silent troops around us made it quite clear no noise from us was expected.


A guide ... was ready on our arrival to take us to the platoon area; it was necessary though to wait about half-hour before the whole platoon had arrived; darkness had then set in. With the aid of a closely shielded torch, and moving along a slippery narrow path holding the bayonet scabbards [of those in front], we eventually reached our positions without a great deal of cursing ... [moving] through the dark marshy jungle, where every noise seemed to carry for miles, and with the possibility of our destination being occupied by the enemy, we kept our fingers crossed and hoped for the best. Our guides had the A



Company area we were occupying very well orientated, and it didn’t take long to settle into the section area already prepared.8


Cameron scouted around his position in a tropical downpour. On the left was Captain Maxwell ‘Max’ Bidstrup, a 31-year-old manager from Wallaroo in South Australia, along with his men of ‘D’ Company; while in the forward centre was Captain Kenneth Jacob, a 22-year-old clerk from Unley Park in South Australia, and his men of ‘C’ Company. Covering the left flank, and the Kokoda–Deniki Track, was Captain Edward Merritt, a 31-year-old assurance agent from Dandenong in Victoria, and his men of ‘E’ Company; it was here that the Japanese would likely initiate their attack against Deniki, as the Japanese were known to be advancing along the track in large numbers.


Now in reserve at Isurava were the battle-weary men of ‘B’ Company.


Cameron’s force at Deniki would have now numbered around 350 meniii; all expected the Japanese to attack at any moment. Word soon reached Cameron that Brigadier Porter would be moving out along the track the next day to take command of Maroubra Force and that two companies of the 53rd Battalion were moving up the track to support them. He was also informed that Lieutenant Colonel Ralph Honner would replace him as the battalion commander when he arrived at Deniki – Honner was already on the track and expected to reach Cameron’s position within days.9


* * *


Forward of Simonson’s Platoon, along the Kokoda–Deniki Track, was Corporal Gordon Bailey, a 21-year-old sales assistant from Sale in Victoria, and his section from 17 Platoon, ‘D’ Company. Bailey’s section was placed under the temporary command of Simonson, as he was now operating within his sector.10
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