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PROLOGUE


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


Four months earlier, the beginning of the Kokoda Campaign had begun with the Japanese invasion by the South Seas Force at Gona and Buna on 21 July. From there they began their advance south along the Kokoda Track across the Owen Stanley Range. Just before reaching their objective, which was Port Moresby, in late September, the Japanese high command ordered them to withdraw. The attack against the township was on hold until the fighting on Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands had been decided.


During the Japanese advance and withdrawal, the troops of the 144th and 41st regiments suffered appalling casualties inflicted upon them initially by the Australian fighting withdrawal conducted by the militiamen of the 39th Battalion, the 1st Papuan Infantry Battalion, and soon after, by the men of the 2nd AIF, 21st Brigade (2/14th, 2/16th and 2/27th battalions), with the fighting at Oivi, Kokoda Plateau, Deniki, Isurava, Brigade Hill, and Ioribaiwa Ridge.


The Australian advance by the militiamen of the 3rd Battalion, and the veterans of the 2nd AIF 16th Brigade (2/1st, 2/2nd and 3/3rd infantry battalions) and the 25th Brigade (2/25th, 2/31st and 2/33rd infantry battalions) would encounter stubborn Japanese resistance, first during their defence of Ioribaiwa Ridge and later in the fighting to retake Templeton’s Crossing and at Eora Creek in October. With the fighting below the northern slopes of the Owen Stanleys, to take Oivi and Gorari in early to mid-November, the Japanese South Seas Force basically ceased to exist as an effective fighting force, with its commander Major General Tomitarô Horii drowning a few days later in his attempts to reach the coast.i


Generals Douglas MacArthur and Thomas Blamey now planned for the Australian 7th Infantry Division, commanded by Major General George Vasey and the American 32nd Infantry Division commanded by Major General Edwin Harding, to take the three Japanese beachheads. It would represent the first time in the war that Australian and American land forces would conduct large-scale joint operations against the Japanese. The 25th Brigade would approach from the south-west with the militiamen of the 3rd Battalion and Chaforce (elements of the battle-weary survivors of the 21st Brigade) to take Gona, while the Australians of the 16th Brigade would take Sanananda. The line of approach for the 25th Brigade was Awala – Jumbora – Gona, while that of the 16th Brigade was Popondetta – Soputa – Sanananda.


From 19 November, the Australians of the 25th Brigade, supported by the 3rd Battalion, later reinforced with the remaining troops of the 21st Brigade and the militiamen of the 39th Battalion, did battle with the Japanese to take Gona and Haddy’s Village representing the western flank of the Japanese, beachheads. The Gona beachhead would finally fall to the Australians on 9 December, while the Haddy’s Village area would not be taken until 18 December. As the fighting to take Gona raged, the battles to take Buna and Sananandaii continued into January 1943.


The Americans of the 128th and 126th infantry regiments were assigned – along with the Australian commandos of the 2/6th Independent Company, supported by Australian artillery – the task of capturing Buna beachhead from the east and south respectively. By mid-December, however, the Americans and Japanese there had fought to a standstill, and it was now that the newly arrived Australians of the 18th Brigade, who had earlier repulsed the Japanese invasion at Milne Bay in late August, were committed to the battle. Assisted by Australian artillery, Bren gun carriers, tanks, and Allied airmen, the Australian and American infantrymen would finally take Buna on 3 January 1943.


Collectively, the fighting to take the three Japanese beachheads represents some of the most horrific fighting to take place during the entire Pacific War.





i For a detailed account of the Kokoda Campaign (22 July to 16 November 1942) see Cameron (2020) The Battles for Kokoda Plateau; Cameron (2022), The Battle for Isurava; Cameron (2022), Saving Port Moresby; and Cameron (2022) Retaking Kokoda.


ii For a detailed account of the fighting to take Gona, see Cameron (2023) Gona’s Gone: The Battle for the Beachhead, New Guinea, 1942.
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‘I DON’T THINK IT WOULD BE TOO MUCH TROUBLE TO TAKE BUNA …’


With the Japanese withdrawal from Ioribaiwa Ridge just north of Port Moresby in late September 1942, the tide had finally turned in the Kokoda Campaign, and the Australians were now on the offensive, rapidly driving the Japanese north along the track. By early November 1942, they had retaken Kokoda Plateau and its airstrip just below the northern slopes of the Owen Stanley Range, and by mid-November, they had fought the Japanese just east of Kokoda to retake Oivi and Gorari and were crossing the Kumusi River further east.1


American warlord, General Douglas MacArthur – the Supreme Commander of Allied Forces in the South West Pacific Area (SWPA) – and Australian General Thomas Blamey, commanding the Allied SWPA Land Forces, were now determined that their forces would command the mountain range between Milne Bay at the eastern tip of New Guinea through to Wau; around 350 kilometres as the crow flies further west. Additional attacks would be undertaken to take the three Japanese beachheads at Gona, Sanananda and Buna, directly north of Kokoda Plateau.2


On 2 November, MacArthur and Blamey decided that they would immediately drive through with a three-column advance against these beachheads, provided that New Guinea Force (NGF) – representing the command of all Allied forces in New Guinea – could offer ten days supplies behind each advancing column. The columns would unite on or about 15 November, east of the Kumusi River. The following day, NGF would order the American 32nd Infantry Divisioniii to patrol up to, but to make no move beyond, the Oro Bay-Bofu-Wairopi line just south and east of Buna until ordered. Earlier, on 6 November, MacArthur and an advance echelon left Australia, arriving at Port Moresby to establish his forward headquarters.3


* * *


With the outbreak of war in September 1939, Australia had two military systems in place –the militia and the 2nd AIF – the 1st AIF refers to the men who fought in the First World War. By law, the militia could not serve outside Australia, its territories, or protectorates; only members of the 2nd AIF could serve overseas. The south-eastern part of New Guinea –Papua – became an Australian protectorate in 1906. And with the defeat of Germany in the Great War, north-east New Guinea and the islands of New Britain, New Ireland, and Bougainville, which had been German colonies, were in 1920 ceded by the League of Nations to be administered by Australia. With the outbreak of war with Japan in December 1941, the former German territories were incorporated by Australian authorities into Papua, to be governed by the Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit (ANGAU).4


Sergeant Victor Austin, a 22-year-old from Prahran in Victoria, who was with the militia 39th Battalion, succinctly recorded the rivalry between the men of the 2nd AIF and militia: ‘Since the men of the AIF had enlisted for overseas service and were thus fairly assured of seeing active service in one or other theatres of the war, they understandably felt “martially superior” to the men serving in the militia, referring to them disparagingly as “chockos”’.5 This was a derisive term implying they were chocolate soldiers who would melt in the heat of battle. It  was also suggested, by some, that the militiamen should ‘get some weight on their shoulders’, referring to the brass ‘AUSTRALIA’ shoulder flashes worn by the men of the 2nd AIF.6 The courage and ongoing fighting abilities of the militia – especially those of the 39th Battalion during the fighting withdrawal along the Kokoda Track and later at Gona and Sanananda, as well as those of the 3rd Battalion during the later defence of the track around Ioribaiwa Ridge and the advance to Kokoda and Oivi and the fighting around Gona – would put to rest the ‘chocko’’ myth.7


* * *


The American 32nd Infantry Division, commanded by Major General Edwin Harding, would initially be committed to the fighting to take the Japanese beachhead at Buna. Two of his units, the 126th and 128th regiments, which consisted of men trained as part of a National Guard formation from Michigan and Wisconsin respectively, would be involved in the fighting. The national guardsmen were essentially like the Australian militia in terms of training and status.8


On arriving in Australia, Lieutenant General Robert Eichelberger, commanding the American I Corps, had instituted a rapid increase in training for the men of the division, but the infantrymen of the 126th and 128th regiments were already preparing for transportation to New Guinea, and so their training schedule was seriously disrupted. These men were described at the time as not being in top physical shape, and they had received little training in scouting, night patrolling, or jungle warfare. Looking back, Harding recorded: ‘I have no quarrel with the general thesis that the 32nd was by no means adequately trained for combat – particularly jungle combat. A Third Army (Krueger) training inspection team gave it a thoroughgoing inspection about a month before I joined it and found it deficient on many counts. I got a copy of this report from Krueger, and it was plenty bad …. On the other hand, I found the division well disciplined, well behaved, and well-grounded in certain elements of training …. My estimate of training when I took over is that it was about on a par with other National Guard divisions at that time’.9


Harding wrote to his wife Eleanor, concerned that he and men might be sent to New Guinea before they were ready: ‘I prefer to get a crack at them [Japanese] when the time comes …. When I go, I hope it will be with plenty of power – air, land and sea – enough to make sure that none of those I am taking along with me will be sacrificed needlessly’. He also wrote to his mother at the time: ‘I want to bring back as many of the Red Arrow lads with me as I can. That ambition won’t be furthered if we move before we are good and ready to go’.10 Events would prove he had a right to be concerned.


The official American historian of the campaign, Samuel Milner, recoded in Victory in Papua – the War in the Pacific:


Not only were the troops inadequately trained, equipped and supported for the task in hand, but many of the difficulties they were to meet at Buna had been neither foreseen nor provided for.


The division, whose insignia is a Red Arrow with a crosspiece on the shaft, was a former Michigan and Wisconsin National Guard unit. It had a record of outstanding service in World War I, having fought with great distinction on the Aisne-Marne, the Oise-Aisne, and in the Meuse-Argonne drive. The division was inducted into the federal service on 15 October 1940 as a square division. The following April, some 8000 Michigan and Wisconsin selectees were added to its strength. After participating in the Louisiana manoeuvres, the division was triangularine into the 126th, 127th, and 128th infantry regiments ….


Ordered at the last moment to the Pacific, the division took on more than 3000 replacements at San Francisco and reached Adelaide, Australia, on 14 May. Training had scarcely got under way when the division was again ordered to move – this time to Brisbane. The move was completed in mid-August, and training had just got into its stride at Camp Cable, the division’s camp near Brisbane, when the first troops started moving to New Guinea.11


Although the troops had the standard equipment of the day, not all of it was to prove suitable for service in the South Pacific. The Australian militia were very much in the same position when they first arrived at Port Moresby in 1941–42. Much of the American (and Australian) radio equipment failed to function in the rough jungle-covered mountains and ravines, and most American infantrymen did not have the M1 carbine that would have been an ideal weapon in the tangled, overgrown vegetation dominating the beachhead area.


Although the M1 was available elsewhere, it was to be months before they would reach the South West Pacific Area in any numbers. These troops, like the Australian militia before them, had none of the specialised clothing and equipment that later became routine for jungle fighting. While their uniforms were dyed to aid concealment in the jungle, they caused great discomfort because the dye ran, and the fabric was mostly nonporous. As a result, they became unbearable in the tropical heat, resulting in hideous jungle ulcers.12


Eichelberger recalled after the war: ‘No one could remember when he had been dry. The feet, arms, bellies, chests, armpits of my soldiers were hideous with jungle rot …. The soldiers themselves steamed and sweated in their heavy jungle suits. These suits were supposedly porous. Back in Australia, before the New Guinea expedition, it was I who had ordered them dyed a mottled green to aid troop concealment. This was well meant but a serious error. The dye closed the “breathing spaces” in the cloth’.13


Though they were about to enter a jungle area overgrown with vines and teeming with insects, the men were short of machetes and had no insect repellents. Nor had anyone thought to issue them with waterproof pouches for the protection of their personal effects and medical supplies from the extreme heat and wet. Cigarettes and matches became sodden and unusable, and quinine pills, vitamin pills and salt tablets began to disintegrate almost as soon as the men put them in their pockets or packs, and often the same thing happened to the water chlorination tablets.14 Lieutenant Colonel Alexander MacNab, executive officer of the 128th Regiment, also recorded on 15 December: ‘We dug wells to get drinkable water. There was a scarcity of chlorinating chemical, but water was generally chlorinated. I always chlorinated my own water, but I suffered from dysentery as much as any of the troops. There was a scarcity of quinine. Troops were eating Australian rations. Razors were not shipped. They had been requested but not sent’.15


Various means were employed to lighten the weight each man carried in the jungle. Where possible, the troops were equipped with Thompson submachine guns, and the heavier weapons, including most of the 81 mm mortars, would be sent forward later by boat or aircraft. Medical units used gas stoves or kerosene burners to sterilise their instruments and provide the casualties with hot food and drink.


The frontline troops, however, had none of these things. Without their normal mess equipment, they had no choice but to use tin containers of all kinds to heat their rations, prepare their coffee (when available) and wash their mess gear. Since it rained almost continually, and there was very little dry fuel available, it was usually impossible to heat water sufficiently to sterilise the tins and mess gear from which the troops ate – contributing to diarrhea and dysentery.16


American officers failed to appreciate the toll that the jungle and terrain would take on their men. They also badly underestimated the fighting abilities of the Japanese. On 14 October, Harding wrote to Major General Richard Sutherland, MacArthur’s chief of staff: ‘My idea is that we should push towards Buna with all speed, while the Japs are heavily occupied with the Guadalcanal business. Also, we have complete supremacy in the air here, and the air people could do a lot to help in the taking of Buna, even should it be fairly strongly defended, which I doubt. I think it quite possible that we might find it easy pickings, with only a shell of sacrifice troops left to defend it and Kokoda. This may be a bum guess, but even if it proves to be incorrect, I don’t think it would be too much trouble to take Buna with the forces we can put against it’.17


Two weeks later, Harding wrote that even though he previously assessed his men as being largely untrained and not in great physically shape: ‘All information we have to date indicates that the Japanese forces in the Buna-Popondetta-Gona triangle are relatively light. Unless he gets reinforcements, I believe we will be fighting him on at least a three to one basis. Imbued as I am with considerable confidence in the fighting qualities of the American soldier, I am not at all pessimistic about the outcome of the scrap …. The health of the troops has been remarkably good. The sick rate is very low. If our luck holds in this respect, we should go into the operation with our effective strength reduced very little by sickness – less than four per cent, I would say’.18 The Americans would soon realise that the evacuation of their sick would far outstrip battle casualties.


Colonel Handy, with the 32nd Divisional staff, noted in early November that many believed, ‘Buna could be had by walking in and taking over’, while Colonel Harry Knight, also with the headquarters staff, assessed:


The lid really blew off, when the order was received on 3 November that American troops were not to move forward from Mendaropu and Bofu until further instructed. The reason for the order was, of course, to gain time in which to stockpile supplies for the impending advance, but the division, restive and eager to be ‘up and at ’em’ did not see it that way …. Opinions were freely expressed by officers of all ranks … that the only reason for the order was a political one. GHQ was afraid to turn the Americans loose and let them capture Buna because it would be a blow to the prestige of the Australians who had fought the long hard battle all through the Owen Stanley Mountains, and who therefore should be the ones to capture Buna. The belief was prevalent that the Japanese had no intention of holding Buna; that he had no troops there; that he was delaying the Australians with a small force so as to evacuate as many as possible.19


This, of course, was nonsense, as the Americans alone were then tasked with capturing the Buna beachhead, not the Australians, although the Australian infantrymen within a month would be called on to help do so, and they would capture most what would become known as Warren Front, aided by Australian artillery and armour regiments, and the fighting here would be directly commanded by an Australian Brigadier.


On 6 November, American Intelligence Officer Major Hawkins, who was with the divisional headquarters, noted that both ground and air reconnaissance reports indicated that Buna, Simemi and Sanananda each held perhaps 200 to 300 Japanese, with only ‘a small number’ of enemy troops at Gona. This assessment would prove to be spectacularly inaccurate. The Japanese at these beachheads numbered in the thousands, entrenched in strong defensive positions, including strong reinforced earthen bunkers, criss-crossed with trenches and machinegun, mortar and mountaingun positions. Hawkins went on to incorrectly assess that the Japanese were already reconciled to the loss of Buna and were likely evacuating the position by way of the Mambare River mouth to avoid a ‘Dunkirk’, as the beach was open to heavy air attack.20


These optimistic assessments of an early Japanese withdrawal were not initially shared by Major General Charles Willoughby (MacArthur’s intelligence chief). Willoughby estimated Japanese strength on 10 November to be two depleted regiments, a battalion of mountain artillery, and ‘normal’ reinforcing and service elements – about 4000 men in all. However, by mid-November, Buna and Sanananda each had around 3000 troops dug-in and waiting, while at Gona, another 800 troops were also dug-in. With Japanese reinforcements from Rabaul during November and December 1942 this number would swell to around 10,000 Japanese distributed between Buna, Sanananda, Gona, and the area just west of Gona Creek (considering around 2000 sick and wounded were likely evacuated to Rabaul from mid-November and December 1942). Willoughby believed an enemy withdrawal from Buna was improbable, at least until the issue was decided at Guadalcanal. He was aware that Major General Tomitarô Horii, commanding the Japanese South Seas Force, had been ordered to hold Buna until operations in the Solomons were successfully completed.21 These orders, along with the Japanese expectations of success in the Solomons, and what was known of the Japanese commander’s character, indicated to Willoughby that it was unlikely there would be ‘a withdrawal at this time’.22





iii An American Division consisted of three regiments, each with three battalions – similar to an Australian division, which consisted of three brigades, each with three battalions – with each battalion numbering around 500 fighting men at full strength in four rifle companies.







2


‘THE GHOST MOUNTAIN BOYS’


The task of the 32nd Division was formally defined by NGF on 8 October: ‘The role of 32 Div is to attack the enemy at Buna from the east and south-east’.1 They were to approach the Japanese beachheads, using overland routes through the Owen Stanleys, just as the Australian 16th and 25th brigades had done using the Kokoda Track. They would advance well east of the track. Unlike the American troops, however, the Australians and Japanese not only had to cross the range on foot, but along the way, they fought several significant battles as the Australians at first withdrew south, including those for Deniki, Isurava, Abuari, Mission Ridge, and Ioribaiwa Ridge, then more battles as they advanced north, including those at Templeton’s Crossing, and Eora Creek.2 The route to be taken by the American troops would be well clear of any Japanese troops.


East of the Kokoda Track, and roughly running parallel with it, troops of the American division were to reconnoitre and develop overland routes leading to Jaure from Rigo, and Abau to Wanigela by way of the Musa River. A system of supply by small watercraft through Abau was also to be established. At Jaure, it was to locate and maintain a force no greater than two battalions and leave one regiment at Port Moresby, as a reserve. Brigadier Hanford MacNider, commanding the 128th Regiment, was appointed to command the Wanigela force and was ordered to consolidate Wanigela as a sea and air base, to exploit forward movement to Buna by land and sea and to develop small craft supply routes from Wanigela to Pongani, which was located about 40 kilometres east of Buna.3


Meanwhile, a difficult overland movement, by the men of the 126th Regiment, through the mountains of eastern central Papua was already underway. An advanced detachment of its 2nd Battalion, led by the unit’s intelligence officer, Captain William Boice, had followed the reconnaissance party over the Jaure Track, arriving at Jaure on 4 October. He reported back by radio to Major General Harding, commanding the 32nd Division, that while the going was difficult, it was passable.


On 6 October, an advanced guard of the battalion was on the move, with troops of the regimental Anti-tank and Cannon companies serving as riflemen, commanded by Captain Alfred Medendorp, leading the advance. Medendorp moved forward with 45 men from ‘E’ Company, along with a five-man radio detachment commanded by Lieutenant James Downer, and a 40-man rifle platoon under Lieutenant Harold Chandler.4


Medendorp recalled the first day’s journey through the jungle-covered mountains: ‘The troops had no trail discipline. The hills were steeper. Footing was insecure. Leeches and insects began to be a nuisance. The trail was strewn with cast-off articles. Leather toilet sets, soap, socks, and extra underwear told a tale of exhaustion and misery. Upon reaching streams, the men would rush to them and drink, although upstream some soldier might be washing his feet. The trail was filled with struggling individuals, many lying on one side panting for breath. The officer bringing up the rear, reached the bivouac that night with a platoon of limping and dazed men. There were no stragglers, however, for it was feared all through the march that stragglers might be killed by a Jap patrol’.5 Medendorp and a small advance party reached Jaure on 20 October, representing the halfway point across the Owen Stanleys.6


On 14 October, the remaining men of the 2nd Battalion, 126th Regiment (II/126th Regiment) led by the battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Henry Geerds, began to advance into the mountains, leaving Kalikodobu. Attached were the men of the 19th Portable Hospital and a platoon of the 114th Engineer Battalion, a force totalling 900 men. The march was more difficult for these men compared to the advance guard, as the rainy season had set in, with a daily and nightly downpour.7 Among these men trudging along the narrow track through the cloud-covered Owen Stanleys was Sergeant Paul Lutjens with ‘E’ Company, who recorded in his diary:


It was one green hell to Jaure. We went up and down continuously; the company would be stretched over two or three miles [5 kilometres]. We’d start at six every morning by cooking rice or trying to. Two guys would work together. If they could start a fire, which was hard because the wood was wet even when you cut deep into the center of the log, they’d mix a little bully beef into a canteen cup with rice, to get the starchy taste out of it. Sometimes we’d take turns blowing on sparks, trying to start a fire. I could hardly describe the country. It would take five or six hours to go a mile, edging along cliff walks, hanging on to vines, up and down, up and down. The men got weaker; guys began to lag back …. An officer stayed at the end of the line to keep driving the stragglers. There wasn’t any way of evacuating to the rear. Men with sprained ankles hobbled along as well as they could, driven on by fear of being left behind …. Our strength is about gone. Most of us have dysentery. Boys are falling out and dropping back with fever. Continual downpour of rain. It’s hard to cook our rice and tea. Bully beef makes us sick. We seem to climb straight up for hours, then down again. God, will it never end.8


These men were accompanied by 200 Papuan carriers, led by Sergeant Russell Smith, a 37-year-old trader from Wainapune, Papua, with ANGAU, who later wrote: ‘The natives in my team across the ranges deserve the credit for the arrival of the US troops we convoyed …. There is a point which should not be forgotten regarding these boys. They felt instinctively that the US soldier did not possess the hardihood of the Aussie and so knew that with them they did not have the protection their fellow carriers with the CMF [Citizen Military Force] enjoyed. This being so made their effort in crossing the range and their frontline work at Buna all the more meritorious’.9


The American troops of the II/126th Regiment finally stumbled into Jaure on 28 October, two weeks after starting their trek. By 2 November, they were passing through Natunga (about 30 kilometres inland from Pongani), and soon after Bofu (about 20 kilometres inland from Oro Bay), in the steep foothills of the range north-east of Jaure heading for Buna. These men would be the only US troops to march across the Owen Stanleys. The men of this battalion would forever after become known as ‘The Ghost Mountain Boys’. The difficulties of the Jaure Track were so bad that the overland route had been abandoned two weeks before. The men of the regiment’s 1st and 3rd battalions were now to be transported by C-47 air transports to the northern side of the Owen Stanleys.10


* * *


Two weeks before, on 14 October, Colonel Tracy Hale and his men of the 128th Regiment, along with the Australian commandos of the 2/6th Independent Company (less patrol detachments still operating in the vicinity of the Kokoda Track) were flown from Port Moresby directly to Wanigela, rather than taking the difficult overland route. Within two days, the transfer of these men to the northern side of the range had been completed.11


Twenty-one-year-old Commando Barrie Dexter, from Kilsyth in Victoria, with the 2/6th Independent Company, recalled the flight to Wanigela; he was one of about 100 commandos initially flown into the newly occupied position along the north coast: ‘But for all of us I think, it was pretty terrifying. Very few of us had flown before. We were packed in like sardines and couldn’t help wondering whether the planes were not over-loaded; they certainly circled a lot to gain sufficient height. The pass over the Owen Stanleys was shrouded in clouds, although the two sides sloping down into the pass were starkly clear and awfully close and as we cleared the pass, we imagined the bottom of the aircraft scraping on the trees or rocks or whatever it was in those clouds’.12
 

[image: ]


The task of the 2/6th Independent Company, commanded by Major Harry Harcourt, a 47-year-old public servant from Hobert in Tasmania, was to form the advance guard for the men of the 128th Regiment, who were to march to the eastern approaches of Buna via Pongani. Harcourt was a Great War veteran, having fought as an officer with the Royal Irish Fusiliers, going on to fight in Russia in 1919 with the Allied contingent.13 Reports on the conditions and passable tracks were basically non-existent, and the locations of river crossings and swamps also remained an unknown quantity; therefore, these men were to provide critical intelligence of the area. On arriving at Wanigela, Harcourt lost no time in pushing his commandos out along the overland route to Pongani. Scarcely had Harcourt crossed the Musa River with his men when it flooded, submerging the tracks for several kilometres.14


One day’s march behind Harcourt and his men were those of the III/128th Regiment, who after floundering in knee-deep swamps, were forced to go into bivouac at Guri Guri the following day (16 October). The battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Kelsie Miller, recalled the village being the ‘most filthy, swampy, mosquito-infested area’ that he had ever encountered in New Guinea’.15 These men were stuck in the village for a full week, and after leaving, it would take them four days to cut across country to reach the coast, arriving there on 27 October. They were soon after ferried to Pongani, by several luggers.16


Meanwhile, the men of the 1st and 2nd battalions, 128th Regiment, who were days behind their buddies of the III/128th Regiment still dealing with the flooding, had been ordered to retrace their steps back to Wanigela on the coast, where they would now be ferried to Pongani in 20-ton supply luggers, which had only recently arrived from Milne Bay. The two leading luggers, captained and manned by Australian and American crews, arrived off Pongani on the morning of 18 October. The King John and Timoshenko (both flying the ‘stars and stripes’) were bombed by American aircraft, which mistook them for Japanese. Two Americans were killed – 31-year-old Lieutenant Bruce Fahnestock, who was in charge of small boat operations, and Byron Darnton, a correspondent with The New York Times who had served with the 32nd Division during the First World War. Several other men were wounded, and one of the boats was seriously damaged.17
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Earlier as preparations for the offensive gathered momentum, it had been decided to consolidate Australian and American supply services in New Guinea. On 5 October, General Headquarters established the Combined Operational Service Command (COSC). The new command was to operate under NGF and control all Allied line of communication activities in Papua. Brigadier Dwight Johns, Deputy Commander, United States Army Services of Supply, was designated its commander, while Brigadier Victor Secombe, a 45-year-old regular soldier from Canberra, was his 2i/C. All Australian and American naval supply elements in the forward area were the responsibility of COSC. In addition to carrying out routine service of supply functions, the new command took over control of a pool of small boats or luggers, which were then being assembled at Milne Bay for use in operations against Buna.18


* * *


Meanwhile, the men of the II/126th Regiment had by now crossed the worst of the Owen Stanleys. Major Herbert M. Smith now commanded the battalion, as Lieutenant Colonel Geerds had suffered a heart attack during the trek and was evacuated back to Port Moresby. These men left Jaure on 28 October, and they were closing in on Natunga by 2 November, after a comparatively easy march. They spent more than a week in the area, no doubt recovering from their hard trek through the mountain, drawing rations, helmets, boots and other equipment from a nearby drop zone. They then pushed on to Bofu, reaching the village on 12 November.19


On 5 November, Colonel Lawrence Quinn, the commander of the regiment, was on board a ‘biscuit bomber’, determined to improve dropping techniques, which would get more food to his men. The regimental war diary records: ‘Because of the difficulties in supplying the forward marching units and because the troops had been without sufficient food for several days, Col. Quinn, accompanied by Capt. Andrews, attempted to correct the situation by riding in the plane that dropped the supplies and observing the results. The trip of Nov. 5 was ill-fated; the plane carrying the Regimental Commander, Capt. Andrews, and five of the enlisted personnel, crashed, killing all on board’.20 A cargo parachute caught on the tail assembly, sending his plane out of control. Quinn’s loss was a blow to the division. Harding, in a letter to Lieutenant General Eichelberger, described Quinn as ‘my best regimental commander, and that by a wide margin’.21 Harding chose Lieutenant Colonel Clarence Tomlinson, commanding officer of the III/126th Regiment, to take over command of the regiment. He was soon after promoted to full colonel. Major George Bond took over command of the III/126th Regiment.22


The airlift of the remainder of the 126th Regiment commenced on 8 November, with the men of the I/126th Regiment leading the way. Because heavy rains had made the airfield at Pongani temporarily unsafe for the landing, Lieutenant Colonel Edmund Carrier, along with 590 men of the battalion, flew to Abel’s Field. Upon arrival, they began marching to their original destination: Pongani. Within hours, however, the remaining 218 men of the regiment, led by Major Richard Boerem, flew directly into Pongani and at once began marching to Natunga.23


Three days later, on 11 November, Colonel Tomlinson and his staff, along with the men of the III/126th Regiment, flew into Pongani. On landing, all elements moved out for Natunga. By 14 November, Major Boerem and his 218 men of the I/126th Regiment were approaching Natunga, with the Regimental Headquarters and men of the III/126th Regiment moving rapidly behind them. At this time, Lieutenant Colonel Edmund Carrier and 590 men of the I/126th Regiment, who had been forced to land at Abel’s Field, were a few days behind. At this point, Major Smith and his men of the II/126th Regiment had passed through Natunga almost two weeks before and had reached Bofu.24


* * *


On the coastal flank, Brigadier Hanford MacNider, commanding the 128th Regiment, was consolidating in the Oro Bay–Embogo–Embi area. Patrols were operating inland as far as Borio and up the coast to Cape Sudest, just below the Japanese eastern defences at Buna. The last two companies of the I/128th Regiment, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Robert McCoy, had flown into Wanigela from Port Moresby on 8 November and had been brought forward by boat. The battalion (except for ‘A’ Company, which had been left at Pongani to guard the supply dumps) was now at Embogo, about five kilometres south of Cape Sudest. The II/128th Regiment, under Lieutenant Colonel Herbert A Smith, was at Eroro Mission, while the III/128th Regiment, under Miller, was near Embi.25


There was now a supply depot at Embogo, but American quartermaster Lieutenant Colonel Lawrence McKenny was planning on establishing an advanced depot at Hariko, a small, narrow spit of land running parallel with the coast about three kilometres south of Cape Endaiadere, occupied in strength by the enemy. The northern tip of the spit of land defining Hariko was joined to the main beach by a bridge, about 1.5 kilometres south of Duropa Plantation (also held by the Japanese). MacNider, in turn, planned to move his headquarters to Hariko as soon as boats were available.26


On 12 November, Major Harcourt and his Australian commandos were still in the Pongani area conducting patrols. Harcourt now received orders to bring in his patrols and concentrate at Pongani. From there they would move by sea to Oro Bay, which was to be the advance base for the Buna Task Force Headquarters. All stores were to be packed in preparation for the move, and information of tracks and general type of country in and around Buna was to be obtained from interviewing local missionaries (they would find that all missionaries, but one, in this area had been murdered by the Japanese months before) and troops of the Papuan Infantry Battalion recently relocated in the area who were seeking out Japanese infiltration parties. The role that the Australian commandos were to play in the assault against Buna remained unspecified.27


The next day, the Australian gunners of ‘F’ Troop, 55th Battery, 2/5th Field Regiment, and four of their 25-pounder field guns, arrived at Wanigela on board the SS Kooraki from Milne Bay. The unit war diary records that the corvette arrived at Wanigela just before dusk at around 5.30 pm and the officers and gunners proceeded to their bivouac area about 1.5 kilometres from the beach close to the Australians of ‘A’ Company, 2/10th Battalion. ‘Unloading of guns and stores not commenced, as light prohibited’.28


* * *


By mid-November, Australian and American forces were converging on the Japanese beachheads along three main lines of advance. The Australians of the 25th and 16th brigades were crossing the Kumusi River, advancing towards Gona and Sanananda, respectively. To the east, the American concentration was almost complete. The men of the 126th Regiment had approached Buna from the south, using inland tracks, while the men of the 128th Regiment had advanced along the coastal strip and by sea just east of Buna.29


On 14 November, NGF published its orders for the attacks against the Japanese northern beachheads by the Australian 7th and the American 32nd divisions. The area of operations was defined by the Kumusi River (west), Holnicote Bay (north), and Cape Sudest (south). The boundary between the two forces was to be a line running from the mouth of the Girua River to Hihonda in a south-westerly line along a stream hallway between Inonda and Popondetta. Each division, however, was to be prepared to strike across the boundary against Japanese flank or rear positions, should the opportunity arise. The Australians were to operate west of the river, and the Americans to the east. The advance was to start on 16 November, with the 32nd Division against Buna and the 7th Division against Gona and Sanananda.30


* * *


Meanwhile, on 11 November, an unknown Japanese soldier [A] iv at Buna recorded the following document, which was later captured and translated and is now preserved in the 18th Brigade war diary. He wrote of the American troops landing just east of the Buna beachhead:


From morning the enemy bombers and fighters came and went, bombing above my tent, but I have not been injured. The number of bombs dropped by the enemy till about 4.40 PM I was unable to count. At about 3.30, an order came down for us all to fall out. We immediately carried two shells per individual to the AA positions. It seems that the AA shells ran out and for a while firing had ceased. During this time several enemy planes came over and bombed us. On this day, from about 2.30 PM until about 5.00 at approximately 2½ miles from where we stay, an enemy unit of about 1000 landed. That is, about 2½ miles in front of the Buna airfields on the beach, five enemy ships appeared and landed troops, so it seems. Furthermore, at about 6.00, two more ships followed the others and appeared. The time for which we had been waiting for some time had finally come. Soldiers were all given ammunition and set out for the front to beat back the enemy. Loud explosions were heard around 5.30.31





iv Several diaries that were recovered after the fighting have been attributed to unnamed Japanese soldiers; in order for the reader to gain some idea of each soldier’s experience, unnamed individuals will each be attributed a prefix [A], [B] etc., so that each soldier’s experiences can be appreciated and placed in overall context.
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‘WORSE YET, WE DIDN’T UNDERSTAND THE JAPANESE’


By mid-November, Lieutenant General Edmund Herring, a 52-year-old barrister from Melbourne, who had been sent to Port Moresby to replace Lieutenant General Sydney Rowell commanding Advanced New Guinea Force, informed General ‘Bloody’ George Vasey, a 47-year-old professional soldier from Victoria commanding the Australian 7th Division, that the Australian 21st Brigade was to be sent to him. These veterans had been involved in extensive operations along the Kokoda Track and were still battle-scared and weary. They would soon be flown in from Port Moresby and represent the 7th Division reserve to be based near Wairopi. Their final assignment to support the 25th Brigade at Gona or the 16th Brigade at Sanananda would depend on events.1


* * *


With the onset of the rainy season, the Girua River was in full flood. After losing itself in a broad swampy delta stretching from Sanananda Point to Buna Village, the river emptied into the sea via several channels. One of these, Entrance Creek, opened into the lagoon between Buna Village and Buna Missionv. Between Entrance Creek and Simemi Creek to the east was a huge swamp. This was formed when the overflow from the river backed up into the low-lying ground just south of Buna Mission Station, reaching as far inland as Simemi and Ango. It was assessed to be largely impassable, and it effectively cut the area east of the river in two, making the transfer of troops from one area to the other a difficult process.2


Because of the swamp, there were only three good approaches to the Japanese positions east of the river. The first led from Soputa and Ango Corner, along the western edge of the swamp, to a track junction about one kilometre south of Buna Mission Station, which was to become known as the ‘Triangle’. From this junction, one track led to Buna Village and the other to the Buna Mission Station. A second route was from Dobodura and Simemi, along the eastern end of the swamp and along the northern edge of the ‘Old Strip’ to the Buna Mission Station. The third approach lay along the eastern coastal track from Cape Sudest to Cape Endaiadere, where it back-tracked diagonally through Duropa Plantation to the ‘New Strip’, and then it ran from there to the Buna Mission Station.3


On 15 November, Major General Harding issued his divisional plan of attack. Brigadier Hanford MacNider, who commanded the three battalions of the 128th Regiment, with the Australian commandos of the 2/6th Independent Company attached, were collectively designated ‘Warren Force’ – named after the county in Ohio, which was the birthplace of Harding.


The following day, MacNider was to send one of his battalions to march along the coast via Embogo and Cape Sudest to take Cape Endaiadere. A second battalion was to occupy Buna’s New Strip via Simemi Village from the south. The remaining battalion, acting as the division reserve, was to proceed to the Dobodura area to prepare a landing strip for transports. Each battalion was to have an engineer platoon and a body of Papuan carriers from ANGAU attached.4


Meanwhile, Colonel Clarence Tomlinson and his men of the 126th Regiment (less the elements of the I/126th Regiment arriving at Pongani) were to head for Inonda and from there on to Buna by a route yet to be specified. His force, which was approaching from the south-west of Buna, was designated ‘Urbana Force’ – named after the Ohio city that was the birthplace of Lieutenant General Eichelberger.5
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Buna defense plan (Japanese). As compiled at the end of the campaign.
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While Urbana Force would be supplied by airdrops until the airstrip at Dobodura was in operation, Warren Force was to be supplied principally by sea. A deep-water harbour was being established at Oro Bay. Colonel John Carew, the divisional engineer, reported its completion would make it possible for large ships to anchor. He also assessed that the airstrip and associated roadworks at Dobodura would make this area a significant airbase, not only for fighters and transports, but also for all types of bombers.6


That day, 15 November, Harding attempted to get information on the location of his battalions, but the radio equipment was found to be faulty. He sent a note to be passed onto NGF in Port Moresby by telephone: ‘No sitreps from 14 November due to failure W/T equipment. Unable to contact elements 32d Div. Resulted in no info to be fwded’.7 Tomlinson, in a similar vein, wrote a note to the divisional headquarters staff, stating: ‘Present state radio communications unsatisfactory. Take more care in encoding. No correctly coded message has been received so far’.8


* * *


The condition of the Australians by mid-November was of concern. The 16th and 25th brigades, which had chased the Japanese all the way across the Owen Stanleys, had been in continuous action under the most arduous conditions for almost two months. The battalions of these brigades had received significant casualties, and those men that remained were mostly sick and exhausted. The 21st Brigade, Major General Vasey’s reserve, though rested and regrouped, was also far below strength, having fought the costly delaying actions south along the Kokoda Track throughout August and September. Only the untried Americans, numbering around 7000 men, could be considered fresh troops, but many of these men were already sick.9 Eichelberger succinctly recorded the situation, even before the division had its baptism of fire, saying that the troops were covered with jungle ulcers and ‘riddled with malaria, dengue fever, and tropical dysentery’.10


Medical supplies remained in critically short supply, even as the troops marched out for the attack. There was not enough quinine sulphate, which was the malaria suppressive in use at the time, for regular distribution to the troops. Harding had arranged to have his medical supplies go forward by boat, only to find at the last minute that the boats could not take them, as they were already overloaded. Harding contacted Brigadier Ennis Whitehead, with the US Fifth Air Force, stating that the medical supply situation was ‘snafu’ (‘situation normal – all fucked up’) and asked him to fly in the most urgently needed items ‘to take care of things until we can get the boat supply inaugurated’.11


Meanwhile, the men of the II/126th Regiment, who had crossed the mountains on foot were severely affected by the ordeal. Major Smith, commanding the battalion, recalled the situation. The men had been on short rations since mid-October, and they had made extremely exhausting marches through the jungle ‘on a diet of one-third of a C-ration and a couple of spoonfuls of rice a day’ and many already had ‘fever, dysentery, and jungle rot’.12


Even so, the Americans remained cocky and confident. They had been told, and they believed, that the battle to take Buna would be a ‘push over’. The American official historian wrote that no one, either in Port Moresby or at the front, believed that there would be any difficulty in taking Buna. Reports of enemy weakness poured in, and with this the officers and men of the 32nd Division began to think in terms of a quick and easy victory. On 20 October, Harding recorded: ‘A fair chance that we will have Buna by the first of November’. At the end of the October, he assessed the Japanese forces in the Buna–Gona area were relatively light and wrote to GHQ, suggesting 5 November as a suitable date for D-Day: ‘Things look pretty favourable right now for a quick conquest of Buna’.13


By now, even Willoughby had revised down his assessments of Japanese numbers at the beachheads. With the Australian decisive victories at Oivi and Gorari, where the Japanese South Seas Force just days before had been badly mauled, he assessed there were now far fewer troops available to the Japanese to defend their positions, believing they had just: ‘One depleted regiment and auxiliary units’ available for service and that these were capable of fighting a delaying action only. Willoughby suggested that there would be close perimeter defence of the airfield and beachhead at Buna. He also assessed that further attempts to reinforce Buna were improbable, ‘in view of the conditions in the Solomons, and the logistic difficulties and risks which are involved’.14 Vasey and his Australian staff also badly underestimated Japanese strength, based on prisoner of war interrogations, and on 14 November, they concluded that all three beachheads in total numbered fewer than 2000 troops. At this point, before reinforcements from Rabaul arrived, there were around 8000 Japanese distributed between the three beachheads.15


Harding was increasingly optimistic and relying on information supplied by local Papuans; his intelligence officer estimated that the ‘Buna area was garrisoned by not more than a battalion with purely defensive intentions’.16 As recorded in the intelligence annex of Harding’s first field order of the campaign: ‘The original enemy force based at Buna is estimated as one combat team with two extra infantry battalions attached. This force has been withdrawing steadily along the Kokoda Trail for the past six weeks. Heavy losses and evacuation of the sick have reduced them to an estimated three battalions, two of which made a stand in the Kokoda–Wairopi area [Oivi and Gorari], with the third occupying Buna and guarding the line of communications. Casualties in the two battalions in the Wairopi area have reduced them to approximately 350 men, who, it is believed, are retiring northward along the Kumusi River Valley’.17


By the time the situation had leaked down to the troops on the ground, Chinese whispers had brought down the estimate of the Japanese defending Buna Village to a mere two squads. Told by their officers that the operation would be a walkover, and that only a small and pitiful group of survivors from the Owen Stanleys fighting remained to be dealt with, the American troops were sure that they could take Buna in a couple of days, and all that remained was to mop up isolated enemy pockets of resistance. This, however, was a spectacular miscalculation.


The Japanese were present in much greater strength than the Allied commanders had assessed. They had also spent four months preparing excellent defensive positions, which included strong bunker positions, interlocking machinegun fire, covering killing fields to any likely approach, as well as building an extensive criss-crossing crawl trench system, and critical reinforcements and supplies from Rabaul would soon arrive. The Japanese defenders were now waiting for the Australian and American advance.18


American squad leader Ernest Geber, with the II/128th Regiment, recalled just how ignorant they were of the Japanese and their defensive positions: ‘We had been told this was going to be a pushover. It was generally believed that the Japanese there were sick, half dead, and not numerous. This was what we were told. Hell, we were whistling on the approach march. It wasn’t until the end of the first week that we realised that we had a bear by the tail, and no one knew what was going on …. We didn’t understand jungle warfare either. Worse yet, we didn’t understand the Japanese’.19





v Note: Bunia Mission and Buna Government Station are the same position, they are used interchangeably in both primary and secondary sources.
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‘NATURALLY, THE STRIPS GAVE THE ENEMY FIELDS OF FIRE’


The Japanese defence was built around three main positions. To the west was Gona, in the centre Sanananda, and to the east Buna. Each was an independent position, but their inward flanks were well guarded, and lateral communications between them, except where the coastal track had flooded, were good. Gona, a sandy track junction covering the anchorage at Basabua, was well fortified, although its proximity to the sea made it impossible to defend in any depth. There were strong and well-designed defences along the Sanananda track and at the junction of the several branch tracks leading from it to Cape Killerton. East of the Girua River, equally formidable defences protected Buna Village, Buna Mission, and the airstrip positions.1


The Japanese line defending Buna was a strong one, representing a continuous front, difficult to flank. The defences began at the mouth of the Girua River, and continued south-east, cutting through a coconut plantation known as ‘Coconut Grove’, and then it turned southward to the track junction where the Soputa–Buna track forked to Buna Village on the left and to Buna Mission on the right. From here, the defences now swept north, the line enclosed the Triangle (as the fork was called), and then it turned eastward from that narrow salient to the grassy area known as the ‘Government Gardens’. From there, the line led east through the main swamp to the kunai area at the lower or southern edge of Old Strip. It then looped around the strip and, continuing southward, around the bridge between it and New Strip. The key defensive line then swept at a right angle to New Strip, and then following the southern edge of the airfield to within a few hundred metres of the sea, it cut sharply north-east, emerging on the sea at a point about 750 metres south of Cape Endaiadere.2


The shallow one-metre water-table in the area ruled out the possibility of deep trenches and dugouts – the region was studded instead with hundreds of coconut log bunkers, most of them mutually supporting and organised in depth. In general, they were of two types: heavily reinforced bunkers located in open terrain, and smaller, less heavily reinforced bunkers built where the terrain was overgrown with trees and vegetation that offered the defenders a measure of protection against air bombardment or artillery fire. Where possible, depending on terrain, the Japanese had large, squat, earth-covered blockhouses, each capable of holding 20 to 30 men, while several concrete and steel pillboxes were located behind New Strip.3


Most Japanese bunkers in the area were constructed using heavy coconut logs, with the floors being a shallow trench were possible about a metre deep. The smaller bunkers were usually about three metres long and one metre wide, and the larger ones were up to ten metres long and three metres wide. Heavy coconut logs, about a third of a metre thick, were used for both vertical supports and crossbeams. The logs were cut to give the bunkers an interior height from about 1.5 metres to around two metres, depending on the foliage and terrain. The crossbeams forming the ceiling were laid laterally to the trench. They usually overlapped the supports and were covered by several courses of logs, and often by plates of sheet steel up to a quarter of an inch thick, taken from nearby stricken Japanese transports.


The walls were riveted with steel rails, I-beams, sheet iron, and log pilings. And 40-gallon oil and petrol drums, which had been used at the airstrips, now filled with earth. As soon as the framework had been built, the entire structure was covered with earth, rocks and short chunks of log. Coconuts, palm tree fonds and strips of grass matting were integrated into the earth fill to help cushion from high explosives, and the whole bunker was planted with fast-growing vegetation for camouflage and to help consolidate the earthen structure. The result could hardly be improved upon with the completed bunker merged perfectly within their surroundings, affording excellent camouflage.4


To further hide their presence, firing slits were usually so narrow as to be nearly invisible from the front. Those that were used solely as protection against mortar and artillery bombardment and from Allied aircraft had no slits at all. Entrance was from the rear, and sometimes there was more than one entrance, and they were placed so that they could be covered by machinegun fire from adjacent bunkers and support trenches. They were also usually angled to protect the occupants from hand grenades. The bunkers either opened directly onto fire trenches or were connected by shallow crawl tunnels, enabling the Japanese to move quickly from fire trench to bunker and back again without fear of observation or being targeted by Allied troops just a few metres away.5


These fortifications were cleverly located throughout the Buna position to provide interlocking fire support. Bunker and trench systems within the Triangle, in the Government Gardens, along Entrance Creek, and in Coconut Grove on the other side of the creek, protected the inland approaches to Buna Village, Buna Mission, and in turn, were honeycombed with mortar and gun emplacements. The main swamp also protected the southern edge of Old Strip, and bunkers, fire trenches, and barbed wire covered its northern edge. The bridge just south and between the two airstrips was also covered by several bunkers and gun emplacements, both at the front and rear, and the bridge area between the airfields could be swept with fire from both strips. There were bunkers, fire trenches, and breastworks behind New Strip and in the Duropa Plantation. Interlocking machinegun fire from the bridge, both strips, and the plantation defined the forward-killing zones. The airstrips provided clear fields of fire, enabling the Japanese to easily target any enemy troops seeking to cross or flank the strips, or attempting a front-on charge across the bridge.6


Old Strip was the original airstrip at Buna, which had been extended to 1300 metres long and 90 metres wide by the Japanese after invading the area in July 1942. At this point, it was not operational. They had also constructed New Strip, located south-east of the original strip. New Strip, however, was a dummy airfield, in an attempt to fool Allied intelligence. 7 The historian of the 2/10th Battalion described Coconut Grove, Old Strip, and the nearby Simemi Creek, which would figure prominently in the fighting to take the beachhead:


The strip was covered to a height of four feet [1.3 metres] by kunai grass. It was honeycombed with strong posts and communication trenches. At the far end was a plantation of coconut trees, known to be held in strength by the enemy. This position was well dotted with solidly constructed pillboxes. The walls being of 44-gallon petrol drums filled with sand and wired together, whilst the roofs consisted of two layers of trunks of coconut palms. Beyond the plantation was the sea, and just above the beach the track that led from Buna Mission to Dobodura.


The Buna strip was guarded on each side, for the full length, by deep swamp and jungle growth. Through the swamp on the right [east] ran the Sumemi [sic] creek, up to 12 feet [four metres] deep in places, and it meandered aimlessly through jungle-covered swamp about 200 yards [metres] wide. The swamp to the left of the strip was equally difficult; the mud, in places, being deeper than a man’s height and heavily covered with thorny jungle plant life. At the bottom end of the strip, the creek made a sharp bend moving straight across the width of the strip. The banks, perhaps 15 feet high and practically perpendicular, were spanned by a flimsy wooden bridge. Beyond the bridge to the west, the enemy looked down the full length of the strip from higher ground, for the terrain rose steadily and evenly from the bridge to the coconut grove seen in the distance’.8


Similarly, Lieutenant General Eichelberger’s report on the fighting at Buna describes the significance of the terrain around the two airstrips and their interior lines of communications:


Naturally, the strips gave the enemy fields of fire. Further, the impassable, jungled swamp between the Dobodura – strips track and the Soputa – Buna Village track precluded lateral communications between Allied forces attacking the Japanese flanks. For the Americans, it was a two-day march from their left flank near Buna Village to their right flank below Cape Endaiadere. But, at the same time, the terrain inside the Japanese perimeter was such that they could move reinforcements quickly to any threatened point by truck or marching.


Thus, the enemy’s brilliant terrain utilisation canalised all potential Allied attacks into four narrow fronts: (1) through the swamp in front of Buna Village; (2) against the fork, or so-called ‘Triangle’, of the Soputa-Buna track; (3) across the narrow bridge between the strips; and (4) through the coconut plantation below Cape Endaiadere.9


After the campaign, Eichelberger would write to Brigadier Floyd Parks, Chief of Staff, Army Ground Forces, based in Washington: ‘The situation up there varied widely because the terrain in one place was usually entirely different from that two hundred yards away. Ordinary swamps, mangrove swamps, sago swamps, patches of kunai grass, abandoned native villages and deep saltwater streams, which divided our forces into many corridors, made the whole show a military nightmare’.10


The Japanese line at Buna would force the Americans of the 32nd Division and the Australian commandos of the 2/6th Independent Company to attack the enemy where he was strongest – the Triangle, along the track leading to the bridge between the strips, and further east frontally in the Duropa Plantation. By forcing the Americans (and later the Australian battalions) into these narrow, well-defended killing fields, the Japanese, with short interior lines, could shift troops from front to front, not only on foot or by truck, but also by sea using landing craft. They were able to exploit their available strength to the maximum, no matter their numerical inferiority; the defences at Buna would be a hard nut to crack.11


* * *


With the drowning of Major General Tomitarô Horii, who had commanded the South Seas Force in mid-November 1942, the command west of the Girua River (Gona and Sanananda) had fallen to Colonel Yokoyama Yosuke, while those to the east (Buna) were commanded by Captain Yasuda Yoshitatsu, being the senior naval officer in this sector. By mid-November, the Japanese Buna garrisons were a collection of broken Army and Navy units suffering from battle casualties and riddled with disease. The defenders at Buna by late November and early December would be reinforced and resupplied from Rabaul, while the seriously wounded and sick would be evacuated, meaning there was probably around 4000 effectives at the height of their defence.12


The Japanese defences at Buna were defined by two sectors, which not surprisingly corresponded with the likely Allies’ plan of attack. Men of the Imperial Japanese Army would confront the Allies of Warren Force, while those of the Imperial Japanese Navy would mostly confront those of Urbana Force.13


The Army units included the remnants of the 144th Infantry, men of the 15th Independent Engineers, the troops of the III/41st Infantry, the divisional cavalry detachment represented by No. 3 Company, 55th Cavalry Regiment, and the troops of the 47th Field Antiaircraft Artillery Battalion. The engineers, the anti-aircraft troops, and the service troops were all assigned to the defence of the coconut plantation, New Strip, and the bridge between the strips. In addition, a few artillery batteries were available, along with several rear echelon units, although most of the later had not seen combat.14


The Naval personnel at the start of the battle numbered around 500 marines from the Yokosuka 5th and Sasebo 5th Special Naval Landing Party (SNLP), and perhaps twice that number of naval laborers from the 14th and 15th Naval Pioneer Units. Yasuda also had several 75-mm naval guns, 13-mm guns and 37-mm pompoms, and half a dozen 3-inch anti-aircraft guns. The Yokosuka 5th and Sasebo 5th SNLP marines, as well as the naval laborers, were deployed in Buna Village, Buna Mission, the Coconut Grove, and the Triangle.15


* * *


Japanese Imperial Headquarters in Tokyo had realised for some time that, despite the emphasis on retaking Guadalcanal, troops would also have to be sent to the three Papua beachheads if they were to be held. The troops immediately available were several hundred replacements for the 144th Regiment who had just reached Rabaul from Japan and men from the III/229th Regiment, 38th Division whose two sister battalions were on Guadalcanal. The men of the 229th Regiment were combat-experienced, having fought in China, Hong Kong and Java, and the battalion was rated an excellent combat unit.16


Even so, the Japanese troops, especially those who had been involved in the ongoing fighting with the Australians over the last four months, were in a bad way. In the long retreat from Ioribaiwa Ridge through the Owen Stanleys, with the fighting at Templeton’s Crossing and Eora Creek, along with the northern coast battles at Oivi and Gorari, closely followed by the crossing of the Kumusi River, the Japanese had lost against the Australian’s irreplaceable men, weapons and supplies. In terms of equipment and supplies, their most critical shortages were in small arms, food, and medical supplies – items that Lieutenant Colonel Tomita, the detachment supply officer, had already been forced to hand out with a careful eye.17


All the weapons that could be scraped together were either in the frontlines or stacked where they could readily be supplied when the frontline troops required them. Except for troops immediately in reserve, most of the men to the rear had no weapons. Indeed, worried by the situation, Colonel Yokoyama, at Sanananda, issued orders for all troops without arms to tie bayonets to bamboo poles. If they had no bayonets, they were to carry bamboo spears, and these were to be carried at all times; even the patients in the hospital were to have them by their beds.18


The troops had been on short rations for some time now, and rations were progressively reduced further. To help stretch out food supplies, the few packhorses that were left were butchered. Most of the men were sick, and nearly all those admitted to the hospital for wounds and disease were also suffering from exhaustion, with almost all suffering from malaria, and a large proportion of the men were down with dysentery.19


Despite these difficulties, the position of the Japanese was not hopeless. They had good stocks of ammunition, a strong defensive position, and enough men and weapons to hold their positions for some time. They had also been told that their commanders in Rabaul would soon be sending reinforcements and supplies. Their orders were to hold, and, with a little help from Rabaul, they were prepared to do so indefinitely.20
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‘… DEPRIVE THE ALLIES OF ANY ROOM FOR A COUNTER-OFFENSIVE’


The Americans east of the Girua River advanced towards the positions they were to occupy before launching their attack upon the Japanese. On the right, Brigadier Hanford MacNider and his men of the 128th Regiment (Warren Force) had by nightfall made sporadic contact with advanced Japanese elements. Along the coastline, his troops of the I/128th Regiment (less ‘A’ Company, which was still at Pongani), under Lieutenant Colonel Robert McCoy, had moved out, advancing up the coast from Embogo, crossing the Samboga River, taking up a position at Boreo. This was located at a creek mouth just north of Hariko where MacNider had established his Regimental Headquarters. McCoy reported finding enemy outposts about 400 metres north of their position.1


Meanwhile, Lieutenant Colonel Kelsie Miller and his men of the III/128th Regiment were advancing from Warisota Plantation, five kilometres west of Embogo, and Embi. They encountered and scattered a small Japanese patrol at Dobodura that afternoon (killing three), and started for Simemi, their jump-off point for the attack on the bridge between the two airstrips. Behind them was Lieutenant Colonel Smith and his infantrymen of the II/128th Regiment. They were moving up behind Miller’s battalion in reserve. These men had arrived at Dobodura with a company of engineers, and all set to work clearing a landing strip.2


At this point Allied troops still at Pongani – consisting of ‘A’ Company, I/128th Regiment; ‘A’ Company, 114th Engineer Battalion; Lieutenant Colonel Edmund Carrier and his men of the I/126th Regiment, and Major Harry Harcourt and his Australian commandos of the 2/6th Independent Company – were to leave for the front the next day, by luggers.3


Brigadier Albert Waldron, the 32nd Division artillery officer, using a Japanese barge captured at Milne Bay, had arrived at Hariko the night before with the two 3.7-inch mountain howitzers, from the Australian 1st Mountain Battery, their crews, and 200 rounds of ammunition. Waldron left before daybreak for Oro Bay to now pick up two Australian 25-pounders. His executive officer, Lieutenant Colonel Melvin McCreary, was put ashore at Hariko with the two mountain guns, which were ready to fire from their advanced position at Boreo that evening.4


It was clear as the advance got under way that the division’s weakest link was its supply line. Until an airfield was established at Dobodura, American supplies, except for emergency drops by aircraft, would be entirely dependent upon the six remaining luggers or trawlers that Lieutenant Colonel McKenny was using to carry supplies up the coast from Porlock Harbour to Oro Bay, along with the captured Japanese barge then bringing forward the two 25-pounders.5


It was now that the tenuous American line of supply was targeted by Japanese airmen. At Buna, a message had been sent to Rabaul at 8 am, stating: ‘Enemy transport ships are visible in the waters off Cape Endaiadere’.6 It was reported at 10 am that six Allied small landing vessels were operating in Oro Bay, 13 kilometres south-east of Buna, and that a landing was being made on the left bank of the Samboga River by a force of around 1000 enemy troops. With this news, the Japanese launched from Rabaul a sortie of a dozen Val dive bombers, each armed with a pair of 60-kilogram bombs, escorted by six Zero fighters.7


Late in the afternoon, the barge, carrying the two 25-pounders commanded by Captain Charles Mueller, a 26-year-old accountant from Sydney, and his troops of the 2/5th Field Regiment (the troop had come round from Milne Bay to support the Americans), had left Oro Bay for Hariko, just north of Cape Sudest, in company with three luggers: Alacrity, Bonwin, and Minnemura. The Alacrity was carrying ammunition and the equipment and personnel of the 22nd Portable Hospital. The Bonwin was loaded with rations and ammunition, and the Minnemura, largest of the three, held ammunition, rations, radio supplies, 81-mm mortars, 50-caliber machine guns, and other heavy equipment not easily carried by the troops. Major General Harding was also on the Minnemura.8


The luggers and barge, protected only by machine guns mounted on their decks, were rounding Cape Sudest, while a small lighter from shore was soon off-loading ammunition from the Alacrity. It was now that the small flotilla was attacked by the Japanese airmen who appeared without warning from the north-west, strafing the craft. The troops aboard replied with ineffective machinegun and rifle fire. Within minutes, the barge and all three luggers were ablaze. Ammunition was exploding, and all crew members took to the water. The luggers, the Japanese barge, and virtually all their cargo were a total loss – including the two 25-pounder field guns.9


Casualties were heavy. Lieutenant Colonel McKenny and 23 others were killed (among them five Australians), and there were many wounded. The loss of life would have been even greater but for several daring rescues. The lighter that had been loading ammunition from the Alacrity reached shore under fire, and at great personal risk, the ordnance officer with the 32nd Division, Lieutenant John Harbert, went aboard and took off the ammunition. Rescue parties braving enemy fire, exploding ammunition, and the flaming debris, led by Colonel John Carew, commanding officer of the 114th Engineer Battalion, and Lieutenant Herbert Peabody, of the Division Headquarters Company, saved the lives of many who might otherwise have drowned or burnt to death. Harding and Waldron were forced to swim for shore.10


The commanding officer of the 2/5th Field Regiment, Lieutenant Colonel John O’Brien, a 34-year-old engineer from Melbourne, went on to write the regimental history and recorded the attack:


Three times a Zero made its swooping dives. Tracer bullets, leaving searing ribbons of flame in their paths, ripped into the hull of the barge and into the crouching bodies tightly packed aboard it. There was little that could be done in defence other than to keep cool and get behind anything offering a scrap of protection. These things the men did. A single light machine gun had been set up on the stern. As the bright coloured rain of death poured down in graceful curves, Gnr A. G. Kingvi stood to face the Zero. He fought the plane defiantly with this pitifully inadequate weapon …. Soon the barge was ablaze. Clouds of dense black smoke billowed upwards. Beneath this canopy the vessel was sinking fast.11


The Japanese airmen reported that three landing craft were sunk and that a further two were on fire and sinking after the Allied force was attacked at around 5 pm. A lone Japanese reconnaissance aircraft was despatched forty minutes after the sortie, to observe the results of the attack, later reporting that two landing craft had survived, and that wrecks of the destroyed vessels were visible in the area.12


* * *


That morning, Lieutenant General Hitoshi Imamura, who commanded the newly designated 8th Area Army, had two armies under his command – the 17th Army, under Lieutenant General Hyakutake Haruyoshi, who was responsible for the fighting in the Solomons, including at Guadalcanal, and the 18th Army, under Lieutenant General Hatazo Adachi, who was responsible for operations in New Guinea. Adachi’s main task was to hold the beachheads at Buna, Sanananda, and Gona, until the Americans had been driven off Guadalcanal, and to prepare for the next operations against Port Morsby.13


Adachi would arrive in Rabaul on 25 November and take command immediately of the 18th Army. Historians Saburo Hayashi and Alvin Coox recorded in their study of the Japanese Army in the Pacific: ‘In view of the new concept, Japanese troops were to pull back from the forward positions which they had been striving so mightily to maintain: the Port Moresby–Guadalcanal line. No changes whatsoever were affected in the former plan, which had called for the retention of strategic sites in the Solomons (centring upon Rabaul) and in eastern New Guinea (around Lae, Salamaua and Madang)’.14


Adachi’s first task was to retrieve the reversals that had taken place since late September, with the withdrawal of the South Seas Force from Ioribaiwa Ridge just north of Port Moresby and the advance of the Australian 7th Division through the mountains. These Australians were about to assault the Japanese beachheads at Gona and Sanananda, while American forces were preparing to attack Buna. Sometime that day, Colonel Yamamoto Hiroshi, who had arrived in Rabaul to replace Colonel Kusunose Masao as commander of the 144th Infantry Regiment, (who had been shipped back to Rabaul due to illness), was tasked with securing the Sanananda beachhead as well as the inland Soputa areas at all costs. He was also to protect the landing of reinforcements at these beachheads. Yamamoto was to lead a force that included the III/229th Infantry Regiment, commanded by Major Kenmotsu Hewishichi. This force, consisting of a four-rifle company structure, totalled 815 men, with 69 machine guns, and two small howitzers. Also included was No. 2 Battery, 38th Mountain Artillery Regiment (Lieutenant Shiiki Kazuo) and around 700 replacements for the much depleted 144th Regiment.15


Meanwhile, having failed in their latest attempts to reinforce their stranded garrison at Guadalcanal, the Japanese chief of staff of the Combined Fleet noted with the Allied advance to the beachheads at Papua: ‘Buna is becoming a bigger issue in this region than the problematic Solomon Islands, in terms of national defence. It is essential to nip this in the bud now and deprive the Allies of any room for a counter-offensive’.16


That morning, at 8 am, Yamamoto and the bulk of his 1500 men force left Rabaul on a five-destroyer convoy consisting of the Kazagumo, Makigumo, Yūgumo, Oyashio and the Kagiroi, for Buna, but they would mistakenly arrive just off close to midnight. Disembarkation was conducted under cover of darkness and was completed by 2.30 am.17





vi Gunner Alan King, a 24-year-old cost clerk from Sydney.
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‘IT IS IMPERATIVE THAT OUR FORCES PUSH FORWARD AT THE GREATEST SPEED …’


The following morning, 17 November 1942, the Americans of the I/128th Regiment edged slightly forward along the beach while those of the III/128th Regiment on the left entered Simemi. Major General Harding now scheduled the main attack against Buna for 19 November. A simultaneous attack would commence along the water’s edge and from the Simemi Track. Both would be supported by the two Australian 3.7-inch mountain howitzers, commanded by Captain Martin O’Hare, a 25-year-old regular soldier from Cunderdin in Western Australia, who had seen service in the Middle East. These were the only artillery available to Harding at the time. The 3.7-inch howitzers were very accurate and fast-firing weapons, each capable of getting off 12 rounds per minute without undue strain on the crews. Their shells were most effective, but the guns were worn, their connections so loose that closing a breech could throw a gun offline by as much as a degree. In temperate climates, they could have been moved successfully by packhorses, but these animals became exhausted after carrying the guns over about 15 minutes of level-going ground in the Papuan heat. Nor could Papuan bearers solve the problem, for about 90 were needed to carry each disassembled gun without its ammunition.1


Further west, there had been some uncertainty on the inland route. There, Colonel Tomlinson’s 126th Regiment (less that part of I/126th Regiment at Pongani) had been pushing on from the Natunga–Bofu area to reach Dobodura by way of Inonda and Horanda. From there, they were to cover the left of the advance on Buna by following an alternative route west of Simemi through Ango and the village of Gerua. Although an Australian wireless detachment had been attached to Harding for the purpose of keeping him informed of the progress of the Australians west of the Girua River, he could not establish radio contact with Major General Vasey commanding this sector. During the early days of his advance, Harding was almost as ignorant of the whereabouts of the Australians on his left as he was about the Japanese.2


* * *


Meanwhile, the Japanese aerial attack, which had taken place the previous day against the small flotilla, was repeated when four Zero fighters targeted two of the remaining three luggers, one at Embogo and the other at Mendaropu. The first lugger, the Two Freddies, was badly damaged and had to limp back to Milne Bay for repairs; while the second, the Willyama, suffered even greater damage and had to be beached – a total loss. Only one small lugger, the Kelton, was left to supply the troops east of the river.3


The loss of these craft was a disaster. There were no replacement vessels and artillery, mortars, machine guns, and other essential matériel, which could not be replaced for days, had been lost on the very eve of the campaign against Buna. The whole supply plan for the operation had been disrupted. Since the stores of rations and ammunition at the front were in dangerously short supply, and the lone lugger could not possibly handle more than a small fraction of the American’s immediate needs, Major Ralph Birkness – who had just replaced American quartermaster Lieutenant Colonel McKenny, following his death during the previous day’s raid – arranged with the air force to have the most critically needed items dropped by air.4


This forced Harding to make some last-minute changes in plan. Brigadier Hanford MacNider, commanding the 128th Regiment, was ordered to halt his advance until the Kelton could come in and make up at least part of his supply deficiencies. Also the troops at Pongani, who were to have been moved to Embogo by boat, were ordered instead to advance on foot to Buna. Except for the engineer company, which was sent to Dobodura, the troops were ordered to Boreo, where they were to join with Lieutenant Colonel Robert McCoy and his men of the I/128th Regiment in the attack towards Cape Endaiadere.5 With these troops were the Australians of the 2/6th Independent Company, who were finally on the move, as recorded in the 2/6th Independent Company war diary: ‘1530 [hours]: Coy moved off – strength ten off. 109 O/Rs – Rear HQ and sick remained behind. Detachment 1/126 and 3/128 moved with Coy 1730: Halted short of MISSION (MENDAROPU) so that men could cook and camp before “black out” came into force. Very wet night – heavy rain. CO went fwd. to get fuller details and to ask for a few carriers’.6


* * *


That day, General Blamey wrote to Lieutenant General Herring at NGF in Port Moresby: ‘There are indications that [the enemy] is gathering transports and protective destroyers to land reinforcements at Buna. It is imperative that our forces push forward at the greatest speed to seize the sea front in the Buna Area and destroy any enemy remaining in the region of operations as early as possible’.7


Indeed, at Rabaul, a three-destroyer convoy consisting of the Asashio, Umikaze, and the Kawakaze up-anchored from Simpson Harbour just before midnight, with the remainder of Colonel Yamamoto Hiroshi’s force. These men would arrive at Buna just on dusk, at 5 pm, the next day.8
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‘… FIRST DEFEAT AND CLEAN UP THE AUSTRALIAN FORCE’


Early on 18 November, Major General Harding had changed his plans, ordering Colonel Clarence Tomlinson, commanding the 126th Regiment, then at Inonda, to move some of his men across the Girua River boundary towards Popondetta and Soputa to ensure the American left flank was protected, as he was still out of contact with the Australians who were supposed to be west of the river. Harding’s chief of staff, Colonel John Mott, sent Tomlinson the following order: ‘Have strong patrol move from Inonda to contact with view of moving thence to Soputa as previously planned if Aussies now there’.1 Tomlinson would send out early the following morning a detachment of the III/126th Regiment to hopefully contact the Australians, who by now should have been approaching Sanananda just west of the river.2


Meanwhile, the men of the I/128th and III/128th regiments were positioned at Boreo and Simemi respectively, with their attack set for 7 am the next morning. Supply, however, was still an ongoing problem, as demonstrated by a message from Lieutenant Colonel Kelsie Miller, leading the III/128th Regiment, to his CO, Brigadier Hanford MacNider: ‘What has happened to the ammunition needed?’3


Three companies of the II/128th Regiment, representing the division reserve, were now ordered from Dobodura to Ango, to cover the junction of the Soputa–Buna and Ango–Dobodura tracks until the men of the 126th Regiment arrived to take over the left-flank attack against Buna Village and Buna Mission. The remaining company, joined by the engineer company when it arrived from Pongani (likely now moving towards the front with the Australian commandos), was to remain at Dobodura to help prepare the airfield there.4


* * *


Further east at Mendaropu, the men of the Australian 2/6th Independent Company left for the Buna front with remaining elements of the 32nd Division. The Australian adjutant recorded in the unit war dairy later that night: ‘0800 [hours]: Moved off – passed EMO MISSION 0900, picked up 11 carriers and 2 police boys for W/T [wireless transmitter] sets and Bren guns. 1200: Halted for lunch – very hard climb in stifling heat through tall Kunai grass areas over steep hillsides – no cover from sun. Several men had to return due to fever. After lunch moved into wooded and jungle country. 1745: Camped on high ground between creeks. Exceptionally wet night but most men built native type shelters’.5


* * *


At Buna that day, unnamed Japanese soldier [B] recorded in his diary, which was later captured and translated after the fighting: ‘This morning, we mistook our men for enemy and fired upon them for a while. After that, as before, there were several air raids’.6 He would write his last entry just days later.


At Rabaul, the commander of the Japanese 8th Area Army, Lieutenant General Hitoshi Imamura, received an order from the Imperial General Headquarters in Tokyo: ‘Cooperate with the Navy to first invade the Solomon Islands while securing key areas in New Guinea and preparing for future operations in that area … secure key areas around Lae, Salamaua and Buna in cooperation with the Navy’.7 Securing Guadalcanal was the current priority, with the operational doctrine to: ‘Continue to secure the Buna area with reinforcements consisting of the 21st [Independent] Mixed Brigade, first defeat and clean up the Australian force attacking from the Owen Stanley Range, then destroy the American force advancing on the Buna front from the coast’.8


The Imperial Japanese Navy, however, assessed that the campaign in Papua was going from bad to worse. They judged that if the Allied airfield under construction to the south of Buna was not quickly captured, not only would future operations to reinforce and supply the Japanese beachheads become problematic, it would also threaten the Japanese position at Rabaul itself. Consequently, the Navy wanted the airfield to be captured and occupied as soon as possible.


The Army opposed this by countering that even if military strength in the area was reinforced to seize the airfield, including the troops of the 65th Brigade and elements of the 51st Division being transported by the Navy, the current difficulty in supplying Guadalcanal would be intensified by any attempt to increase supply to a large force in Papua. The Navy countered, stating that with the capture of the Allied airfield south of Buna, and with the key areas secured, there would be no requirement to reinforce the area to any great degree, and greater aerial support could be provided for the final operation against the renewed attack against Port Moresby.9 Indeed, the Imperial General Headquarters established a policy to ‘prepare to rapidly capture the enemy’s airfield under construction about ten km to the south of Buna’.10


Meanwhile, the remainder of Colonel Yamamoto Hiroshi’s force, including elements of the 144th and III/229th regiments, arrived just off Sanananda on dusk. As the last of these men were disembarking at 7.40 pm, a lone Allied bomber attacked the convoy, using the light of the moon. The Umikaze sustained some damage while the Kawakaze only suffered slight damage. The Japanese at Buna now had an additional 2500 troops to man the defences – almost half of them were newly equipped and fresh from Rabaul.11


Among these men was unnamed Japanese soldier [C], whose diary was recovered during the fighting by American troops on 27 December 1942: ‘Landed at BASA 2.20. NIG Company went to GIRUWA by motor launch and landed there at 4.00. From there they went towards SOPUTA 4 KM away [associated with the defence of the Sanananda beachhead] and rested there taking up positions of readiness. At 1800 [hours] left there and headed towards BUNA’.12


Japanese Lieutenant Suganuma and his platoon were also part of Yamamoto’s force. The Japanese officer recorded in his diary: ‘Transferred to small boat. Saw a transport apparently run aground front of landing point. Signalling with Heliograph. Several motor launches come out to take us in. Landing point is a sandy beach and various units have already landed. I saw the MATSUO unit and the HITABE unit. Since the enemy bombings are fierce, we dispersed into the jungle. After a while we were given rations and the 1st Platoon was to leave. Even though it is low tide there were several times when the water was knee and waist deep when we crossed small streams. At dawn I found that we were on a small trail in the jungle’.13
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‘… ALL COLUMNS WILL BE DRIVEN THROUGH TO OBJECTIVES REGARDLESS OF LOSSES’


Torrential rains that would last all day began early on 19 November. As ordered the previous day, Colonel Clarence Tomlinson, commanding the 126th Regiment, sent a strong detachment of the III/126th Regiment across the Girua River during the morning. Tomlinson had ordered Major George Bond, commanding the III/126th Regiment, to conduct an advance towards Popondetta. With this, Bond and his men of ‘I’ and ‘K’ companies crossed the river to determine if the Australians had occupied the village. By 11.30 am, Bond and his men made contact with elements of the Australian 16th Brigade close to Popondetta, and they were informed that most of the brigade had already passed through the village heading for Soputa. As ordered, Bond and his men now made their way back towards Inonda, and with the rest of the regiment, they were soon marching out towards Buna via Horanda, with the II/126th Regiment leading the advance. Scarcely had Tomlinson reached Horanda when he received news that he had been placed under the temporary command of Major General Vasey, who was commanding the Australian 7th Division.1


Lieutenant General Herring, commanding NGF, had earlier decided to attack Japanese concentrations west of the Girua, with the maximum force available. To affect this, Vasey was given the alternative of taking direct command of the 126th Regiment or shifting the American boundary westward. He chose the former. Major General Harding was then informed that his role was to seize and hold a line from the Girua to the coast (including a crossing near Soputa), to prevent enemy penetration into his area, and to secure bridgeheads. Harding protested to Herring, but it fell on deaf ears.2


A scribbled message from Vasey to Harding records: ‘I will assume command that portion 126th Regt in Inonda. Request you order it to concentrate at Soputa on 20 Nov, moving via Popondetta. Have already ordered det. [Australian] 3d Bn now at Popondetta to move Soputa 0730 hrs, 20 Nov. Am directing 25th Bde on Gona and 16th Bde on … Sanananda. My HQ arrives at Soputa 1200 hrs, 20 Nov’.3 The last-minute diversion of elements of the 126th Regiment to the 16th Brigade obviously upset Harding’s plans. Robbed of the bulk of his left-flanking force, Harding had to commit his reserve, the II/128th Regiment, there instead. In ordering Lieutenant Colonel Smith and the II/128th Regiment to now attack Buna from the left, Harding was sending a single battalion to accomplish a task previously allocated to the three battalions of the 126th Regiment. He had no other force available and sent Smith forward, hoping that he might, with luck, do the job of a full regiment.4
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