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To my three wonderful Australians: Zoe, William and Thomas
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Prelude

Early one evening in May 1942, nine dishevelled young men, barely recognisable as fighter pilots by the filthy remnants of uniform that hung off their jaundiced and emaciated frames, gathered under a fading canvas army tent to be addressed by their commanding officer.

Behind them stood the last of their P-40 Kittyhawk fighter aircraft – just three battered, patched-up machines held together with butchered parts and wire by exhausted maintenance crews who had been working around the clock for as long as anyone could remember.

Alongside the aircraft lay a narrow, dusty strip of well-worn dirt that served as a runway, the featureless expanse of bush that, for the last six weeks, had served as both home and front line in a fierce and unrelenting air battle stretching beyond it. This was Seven Mile Strip on the outskirts of Port Moresby. It was a hellish place: hot, fetid, disease ridden, an instant bog when it rained, choking dust-dry when it didn’t. There were no buildings, no facilities and no relief. Not from the heat, not from the monotony, not from the stress, and especially not from the enemy. It was a place where even the cooling breezes from the nearby ocean never seemed to reach.

In early 1942, this dismal airfield scraped out of the New Guinea scrub represented the crucible in the most desperate crisis Australia had ever faced. Like its neighbour, Twelve Mile Strip, it was named for the distance it stood from the town it was now somehow supposed to protect, Port Moresby. And these men – these few poor bedraggled bastards – were somehow supposed to do the protecting.

As best they could, the men listened to the words of their leader, Squadron Leader Les Jackson. Just that day he had officially taken over as commanding officer from his brother, John Jackson, shot down and killed just a few days earlier. His Kittyhawk plunged into the side of nearby Mount Lawes with such force that its engine had embedded itself six feet into the ground. The only thing left to identify him was one of his flying boots, with a foot still inside, size 12. John Jackson was a big man.

Had one been there, one would have seen, behind the exhaustion, a bitterness in these men’s eyes. Jackson’s death, many of them believed, had been avoidable. Even pointless. His life had ended in the skies almost above where they now stood, after having been ordered to do something he’d countless times told them himself was impossible: taking on a Japanese Zero one-on-one in a dogfight. Couldn’t be done, he’d said. Not with these machines, not these big heavy brutes. Everyone knew the nimble Zero could turn inside a Kittyhawk in an instant. ‘On a sixpence,’ one of their pilots, John Pettett, would say years later. Yet, that’s what Jackson had been ordered to do by the shiny-arses with rings on their sleeves back at Moresby and Melbourne. Just get up there and do it, they’d told him, you’ll see. And, loyal officer that he was, Jackson had obeyed. Proving them wrong cost him his life.

The young pilots had adored ‘Old John’ Jackson and his loss was devastating. The only thing that perhaps numbed their grief was the permanent haze of sickness and exhaustion that clung to them day and night. And now, John’s younger brother, Les, was in charge. As they listened, many of them reflected silently on how two brothers could possibly be so unalike.

Word had just come through, Les told them, that the long-expected Japanese naval invasion force was on its way, headed for Port Moresby. It could be here any day. Pilots were needed to take off the following morning to try to stop it. Three exhausted pilots for three exhausted machines. Three, against an entire amphibious Japanese invasion fleet. Volunteers were needed. It was to be their last operation before being relieved by a squadron of American Airacobras, due at any time from Townsville. The men listened, expressionless. The whole thing sounded like a perfectly scripted suicide mission. And yet every one of them took a step forward.

This tiny, dishevelled gathering of worn-out young airmen was all that remained of the original twenty or so fresh young pilots of 75 Squadron, Royal Australian Air Force, formed barely two months earlier in Townsville – the first fighter squadron to be raised and flown in the direct defence of Australia. It had all been a panic-job, a handful of barely trained blokes just out of flying school, thrown together and rushed into combat. They were a mixed lot, among them a Queensland country teacher, a carpet salesman from Melbourne, an aspiring Sydney radio announcer and a quiet accountant from Launceston, who would blossom into one of the most fearless of them all.

Having hardly been given time to come to grips with handling their aircraft, let alone fighting in them, many of the men could count their hours in Kittyhawks on the fingers of one hand – some hadn’t even survived the journey north from Australia. On their first day in action against the Japanese back in March, only four of their number could claim any combat experience at all, and that had been on the other side of the world in the African desert, fighting Germans and Italians. A very different kind of war from this.

But that was six weeks ago. There weren’t many novices now.

For 44 days, in appalling conditions, flying aircraft that had been pushed to their limits and beyond, this group of men stood as the vanguard of their country’s resistance to the juggernaut of Japanese aggression at the terrible dawn of the war in the Pacific. For 44 days, in one of the most taxing climates on earth, they had stood by their aircraft – the metal often too hot to touch – waiting for the sound of three quick rifle shots, or the the yell, ‘It’s on!’, before racing to their cockpits and taking off over the scrub and the jungle and the mountains to meet the finest, most hardened pilots flying the vastly superior aircraft that Japan’s war machine had produced. For 44 days, they had fought a true David-and-Goliath struggle, had been shot at in high-level patrols, bombed and strafed daily on the ground – almost always outnumbered – and had watched their squadron’s aircraft and its pilots gradually dwindle to almost nothing.

The 44-day air battle of Port Moresby was fought almost entirely over sea, jungle and a couple of airstrips, witnessed by no-one save a handful of Papuan locals who would glance up curiously at the white lines of vapour trails forming silently in the blue skies far above. Some historians have compared those 44 days to the Battle of Britain, with the stakes being arguably as high. But unlike Britain’s epic aerial struggle, played out across hundreds of targets over southern England a year and a half earlier, this fight in the New Guinea skies revolved around just two: at one end, Port Moresby, its harbour and primitive airstrip coveted by the enemy, and at the other, the Japanese base at Lae on the north coast. In between were almost two hundred miles of almost uninhabited jungle, with the 14,000 foot razorbacks of the Owen Stanley Ranges rising perilously in the middle. The battle was a long-range duel, repeated day after gruelling day.

Also in contrast to their British counterparts, the men of 75 Squadron were completely alone. Incredibly, scandalously, despite years of warning, despite the advances and innovations achieved by Australian aviation during the First World War and its aftermath, this single squadron, this handful of green young men in borrowed aeroplanes, was all that could be mustered to meet the most formidable threat to their country in its history. And, unlike the First World War, this time there were no overbearing British generals to blame for the waste of Australian lives and resources. The mess Australia found itself in at the beginning of the Second World War was entirely of its own making.

Despite the odds, however, the men of 75 had given it back to the Japanese, and in spades. At the end of the battle, eighteen of Japan’s previously invincible Zero fighters and Betty bombers lay in burnt-out pieces, scattered across jungle floors and sea beds, with 33 ‘probables’ and another 30 destroyed or severely damaged on the ground.

It had been done by pilots and crews living in flimsy army tents, sleeping on camp stretchers, coping with mosquitoes, malaria and gastroenteritis, exacerbated by unspeakable food and the perils of tropical weather. But perhaps most wounding of all, the men of Australia’s only front-line defensive fighter squadron were subject to the almost criminal interference – followed by the sullen neglect – of the higher echelons of the air force who, at one critical point in the battle, branded their hitherto successful hit-and-run tactics as cowardly, and slyly labelled them ‘dingoes’. This, from experienced officers who should have had a clear understanding of the limitations of their aircraft as well as the tactics necessary to take on the superior Japanese machines. Barely did the officers even deign to visit the men at Seven Mile – just a short distance from their comfortable HQ – to see for themselves how it was being done.

•

But on this day in May, the men of 75 were beyond caring. What’s one more trip anyway? they thought, consciously or otherwise, as they put themselves forward to take off for the next day’s attack, in the face of overwhelming odds once again. Six weeks of combat had taken its toll: twelve of the squadron’s pilots had been killed, and fifteen Kittyhawks lost from aerial combat, ground attack or accidents. In the end, it was down to just these three planes and a handful of pilots at the end of their rope. That was what was left of 75 Squadron by the end of the 44 days that Australia fought truly alone, in one of the most dramatic, yet least appreciated, chapters of our military history.


CHAPTER 1

Opportunity wasted

Almost every airman of the Second World War had, etched in his memory, the moment he realised he wanted to fly. For many, the flying bug bit early, and hard, and often it was an encounter with the brightest star in the dazzling firmament of Australian pre-war aviation, Sir Charles Kingsford-Smith. Admittedly, by 1932, Smithy’s health was starting to fail and he was cash-strapped after another failed business venture, but at ten shillings a ride, this living legend gave thousands of young Australians their first taste of being aloft in his famous Fokker Tri-motor, Southern Cross, lifting off from airstrips and sporting ovals all over the country.

Smithy was far from alone in forging a vibrant Australian aviation identity. Names such as Charles Ulm, Bert Hinkler and two other Smiths had already entered into folklore. In 1919, Ross Smith and his older brother Keith had picked up knighthoods and £10,000 in prize money by taking off in a time-expired surplus Vickers Vimy bomber from a grass strip at Hounslow outside London and touching down in Darwin 28 days later, the first England-to-Australia flight. Nine years later, Bert Hinkler repeated the exploit – in half the time.

The 1920s and 1930s became a heroic age of Australian aviation. What just a few years previously had seemed flights of unimaginable duration were becoming an Australian speciality, with Smithy’s epic 1928 crossing of the Pacific from California to Queensland in 83 hours, 33 minutes making him world famous. Nor were these feats confined to men. Australians could boast of Nancy-Bird Walton and her victory in a 1936 air race from Brisbane to Adelaide, and in 1927, one Millicent Bryant became our first female holder of a commercial pilot’s licence. A decade later the now sadly all but forgotten Maude Lores Bonney became the first person to fly the 18,000 miles from Brisbane to her native South Africa in a tiny German-built Klemm monoplane.

In 1928, Australia established the world’s first air ambulance, the Royal Flying Doctor Service, and boasted a plethora of airlines including, by the mid 1930s, Ansett, Australian National Airways (ANA), and what would evolve into one of the air industry’s greatest and most enduring institutions, Qantas, which had already been operating for over a decade.

Virtually all of Australia’s aviation pioneers had forged their careers in the country’s nascent air force, the Australian Flying Corps (AFC), which did not even exist by the time most of them were young adults. Formed in 1912, the AFC grew alongside the global expansion of military aviation during the Great War, and by 1918 boasted eight squadrons, many of which had distinguished themselves fighting in the Middle East and over the Western Front. Bert Hinkler, for example, proved himself a brilliant mathematician and inventor, flying in Italy and developing instruments and flying gadgets that were used for decades, while Kingsford-Smith brought down four enemy aircraft over the Western Front before he was shot down in 1917, losing part of his foot and earning the Military Cross.

In August 1921, under the enthusiastic guidance of Wing Commander Richard ‘Dickie’ Williams – a non-smoking, teetotal son of a Cornish copper miner, now an Australian Flying Corps hero of the 1917 Palestine campaign against the Turks – the AFC emerged as the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF). Initially, Williams had friends in high places, such as Prime Minister Billy Hughes, who described himself as a ‘fanatic’ for aviation, and approved of Williams forging for the RAAF a uniquely Australian identity. Under Williams as Chief of Air Staff – a role he would hold three times over seventeen years – the RAAF began to develop its own strategy based on its unique geographical situation, half a world away from events in Europe. In 1925, Williams drafted a major study of air warfare from an Australian perspective entitled ‘Memorandum Regarding the Air Defence of Australia’ in which – as a lone voice – he presciently framed the emerging threat from Japan.

As a boy in the late 1970s, I had a brief encounter with an ageing Dickie Williams in a Melbourne bookshop, specialising in military matters, I used to frequent. Several times a week after school I would catch the tram into the city, still in my uniform, to haunt this Aladdin’s cave, usually remaining until being thrown out at closing time. Here I would pore over the myriad volumes of aeroplanes, hardly buying anything – much to the exasperation of the ever-patient bookshop owner – but laying the foundation of a lifetime’s obsession. One afternoon, a small, immaculately dressed and very old man entered, ramrod straight and wielding a stick he seemed not to actually need. Marching – almost literally – up to the counter, he asked the proprietor in a firm voice, ‘Do you hold a copy of These Are Facts?’ The owner, who looked suddenly quite nervous, stammered out, ‘Er, yes, I think we do, sir, I’ll just find it for you.’ As he went to retrieve the volume however, he was stopped. ‘I don’t want to buy it,’ said Williams. ‘I was just seeing if you had it. I wrote the bloody thing!’ Upon that, he turned and marched out the front door. Dickie Williams would have been around 88 at the time, and as he left, the proprietor of the bookshop no doubt sighed with relief that he had thought to stock several thick hardback copies of the air marshal’s autobiography.

Like Australia, Japan had benefitted from the sequestration of Imperial Germany’s Pacific territories during and after the First World War. As one of the victorious Allied powers, part of Japan’s spoils were the Caroline Islands, complete with the superb natural harbour of Truk, which could easily protect any navy of prodigious size. Australia, having forced the Germans out of its possessions of New Britain and New Guinea in 1914 by some remarkable naval exploits, was determined, under the ever bellicose Hughes, to hold onto them, creating for itself something of a mini-empire in the South Pacific. Japan too dreamt of an empire of its own, one considerably larger.

Having been hermetically sealed for over 300 years until the late nineteenth century, at the dawn of the twentieth, Japan began to develop audacious territorial ambitions, spurred on in no small part by its shock victory over Imperial Russia in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–05. In the naval Battle of Tsushima, the almost virgin home-built Japanese fleet annihilated that of Russia, destroying eight of the Tsar’s battleships and killing 5000 of his seamen for the loss of just over 100 Japanese. In terms of air power, too, Japan was quick to appreciate its importance. Even before the conclusion of the First World War, Japan had begun to plan for the next.

By 1918, Japan had founded its first aircraft manufacturing company, Nakajima, and a few years later a steamship company named Mitsubushi began to diversify into aircraft production, inviting technical assistance from Britain’s famed Sopwith company to help them along. After their 1932 invasion of China, much of Japan’s aircraft industry came under government control and, in strict secrecy, its output soared. For the moment, the militarists in Tokyo were more than happy not to challenge the wider world’s prevailing, mostly racist, assumptions concerning the supposed inferiority of Japanese industry, particularly in the quality of its aircraft.

Dickie Williams, showing a flair for strategy lacking in many of the politicians of his day, believed firmly that Australia would one day be seen as an obstacle to Japan’s dreams of a Pacific empire, and the flashpoint, he was certain, would be New Guinea. Shortly after submitting his report, he took to the skies in a small, open-cockpit seaplane to conduct a survey of the various New Guinea territories, including its eastern islands, and began to formulate a plan to defend them, with particular emphasis on the types of aircraft that would be required for the job.

However, fierce disputes over the limited Australian defence budget – as well as the insecurities of the navy and army around the very existence of this brazen new service that they saw solely as a threat to their own – led the Scullin Labor government, in 1929, to advise the end of the RAAF’s status as an independent service. This advice, thankfully, was ignored, but the RAAF’s budget, particularly after the onset of the Great Depression, never saw it expand much beyond the parameters of a large, private flying club.

Williams’ determination, coinciding with Japan’s invasion of Manchuria, saw something of a re-evaluation of the importance of air defence, and in the mid 1930s, modern aircraft were ordered to fill the RAAF’s expanding ranks: Seagull floatplanes, Hawker Demon biplane fighters and Avro Anson multi-purpose aircraft from Australia’s traditional source of weaponry, Great Britain. But what was really needed to meet any threat from the north were modern front-line fighter aircraft, and these were proving almost impossible to obtain. Britain had begun to manufacture Spitfires and Hurricanes, but London, desperate to re-arm itself, had made it abundantly clear that none of these would be heading in Australia’s direction any time soon. America provided some modern Hudson bombers, which would be almost all that Australia would have to hit the Japanese when the time came in late 1941 and early 1942, but its capacity for production at that time was limited and fighters were again excluded from the equation.

In 1936, therefore, Williams, now an air vice-marshal, became instrumental in establishing the somewhat revolutionary notion of a local Australian aircraft manufacturing industry, in the form of the Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation (CAC). To head it up, he selected a brilliant pilot, engineer and industrialist, Wing Commander Lawrence Wackett. At a time when not so much as a motor car was being produced locally, the CAC would need a gargantuan effort to turn out modern military aircraft from scratch. Nevertheless, a delegation was sent around the world to find a suitable aircraft type that could be produced in Australia from the ground up, with the North American Aviation company’s NA-16 type trainer eventually settled on to satisfy the RAAF’s needs.

After an extremely short tooling-up period and the establishment of a factory at Fishermans Bend in Melbourne, the result, in March 1939, was the CAC Wirraway, Australia’s first ever home-grown aircraft. Sadly, as a product of compromise, it would prove completely unremarkable in every way, particularly when hurled – idiotically – at the Japanese in Malaya, Singapore and Rabaul in the weeks after Pearl Harbor. On the eve of war, the RAAF still found itself with no modern fighter but a hotch-potch of just under 250 various other aircraft including Avro Ansons, Hawker Demon biplanes, an assortment of trainers, plus just seven all-Australian Wirraways. Added to this, only half of the twelve nominal squadrons on the RAAF’s books were operational, a picture virtually unchanged from the conclusion of the First World War.

During this period of belated pre-war expansion, accident rates and training problems inevitably increased, prompting a public outcry, with much of the blame aimed at Williams. To appease popular and press opinion, and seizing a chance to rein in their increasingly quarrelsome chief of air staff, the Lyons government commissioned a report into the RAAF, which, when released in 1938, amounted to little more than a thinly veiled attack on Williams personally, which many believed had been the true purpose of the exercise in the first place. Hence, in early 1939, just before the outbreak of war, when Williams’ insights and energies were most needed, the ‘father of the RAAF’ was unceremoniously packed off to England for ‘training’ with the Royal Air Force (RAF) in order to ‘broaden his experience’. It is said he learned of his new appointment by reading about it in the newspapers.

Once out of the way, the government quickly began dismantling many of Williams’ modest innovations. When the European war broke out in September 1939, they reluctantly agreed to bring him home early, but then further added to his misery by refusing to return him to his old job. Instead, Prime Minister Menzies appointed as the RAAF’s new chief of air staff a completely unremarkable RAF air marshal, Sir Charles Stuart Burnett, who had to be dragged out of comfortable retirement and shipped to Australia to accept the RAAF’s top job. To add insult to injury, it transpires that Burnett had also been Williams’ junior commander when in Palestine twenty years earlier. It would prove to be one of the most catastrophic appointments in Australian political history.

Whatever small steps Williams had been able to make towards meeting the Japanese threat when it arrived were reversed upon the arrival of Air Marshal Burnett. In April 1940, despite the overwhelming evidence of the build-up of Japanese aggression, Burnett somehow gleaned ‘a continuous lessening of the probability of an attack on Australian territory by Japan’. Williams’ plans for an independent fighter force were scrapped, and the RAAF’s resources were instead diverted into what amounted to a training department for Britain’s RAF. From the end of April 1940, as part of its obligations to the Empire Air Training Scheme, the RAAF sent over a thousand aircrew per month to serve in the United Kingdom or the Western Desert Campaign, half a world away from their soon to be threatened homeland.

As the Pacific War approached, a panicked Menzies belatedly announced a major expansion of the RAAF’s home defence capabilities, even agreeing – finally – to a vague notion of a defensive chain, stretching through New Guinea, the Admiralty Islands, the New Hebrides and New Caledonia with Port Moresby as the hub. Airstrips in outlying places such as Lae, Salamaua, Rabaul and Wewak were bolstered, and squadrons were equipped with modern aircraft such as the Lockheed Hudson bomber and Catalina flying boat, hurriedly delivered from America.

Unbelievably, even at this eleventh hour, precious resources such as the RAAF’s No. 1 Squadron – the first unit to become operational with the Hudson – were offered to Britain for the defence of Singapore, in the belief that the survival of this supposedly impregnable fortress would be a bastion against Japan’s further aggressions. This, despite all of Japan’s Pacific bases being located thousands of miles from Singapore, as a quick reference to any school atlas would have confirmed. No. 1 Squadron was quickly followed by another Hudson unit, 8 Squadron, and, in September 1940, No. 21 Wirraway Squadron also headed north to Sembawang airfield in Malaya, where it flew the Brewster Buffalo, another virtually useless aeroplane, which had been rejected by the RAF for use in both the European and desert theatres of operation. When the Japanese struck in December 1941, the squadrons were all but wiped out.

In late January 1942, Rabaul, the former capital of the Australian mandated territory of New Guinea, was invaded. Its coastal defences, lacking overhead protection, were shattered by dive bombers without firing a shot. The speed of Japan’s advance astounded not only the local defenders, many of whom were chased down and put to death in summary executions, but also the higher echelons of the RAAF, who could scarcely believe the reports coming back from reconnaissance flights over the island. One pilot, Bob Yeowart from Queensland, at first thought the fleet of ships he observed unloading at Rabaul to be American, until he noticed fighters with red circles on their wings being launched from an aircraft carrier.

Such was the level of unreality that, even after Rabaul’s fall, Air Marshal Burnett was indulging notions of preparing a reconnaissance and defensive ring from New Caledonia to New Guinea, which, he declared, could be supported by ‘forces from the mainland’, a ludicrous notion now completely bypassed by reality.

On 19 February, it was Australia’s turn when Darwin was bombed by exactly the sort of carrier-based force dismissed for years by Burnett as being incapable of threatening the Australian mainland. On this fateful morning, nearly 200 Japanese aircraft wheeled in over Darwin Harbour undetected and began to make havoc. No radar stations had warned of their arrival, and only after they began strafing and bombing ships in the harbour did the air raid sirens begin to wail into life. At least 242 people were killed, eight vessels were sunk and the myth of Australia’s safety in isolation was exploded forever. Even the handful of long-range anti-aircraft guns that could be brought to bear against the second wave of high-altitude bombers that arrived over the city around midday were rendered useless due to faulty fuses. The Japanese leader of the raid that day, Mitsuo Fuchida, assessed Darwin’s defences as ‘contemptible’.

In a scene redolent with irony, Williams witnessed the attack personally. Recently returned to Australia and on his way further south after his enforced sojourn in Britain, he stood on the manicured lawn of the colonial-style Hotel Darwin, portable cine camera in hand, taking in the morning vista as the Japanese aircraft appeared overhead and proceeded to choose targets at will. The attack he had prophesised for 30 years – only to be ignored – was erupting around him. What went through his mind as he took shelter can easily be imagined.

Burnett, perhaps sensing his own glaring role in the catastrophe, made a quick visit to Darwin’s battered aerodrome soon after the raid, mumbled platitudes about leadership and resilience, posed for the cameras then got back on his plane and headed back to Canberra.

Looking out across Darwin Harbour to the open waters of the Torres Strait in those days after Darwin’s attack, one would have been forgiven for feeling the sense of a nation very much alone. Whether Japan had the intention or the means to actually invade Australia remains a debated topic among historians, but there is no doubt that it, at the very least, intended to isolate the island continent, control its waterways to the north, cut it off from help from its traditional allies, and establish a brutal hold over the islands and the hated European colonies of southern Asia.

The tragedy of Darwin laid bare the years of neglect, denial and wasted opportunities that saw Australia bereft of its own fighter defence force. Now, as Dickie Williams had predicted years earlier, New Guinea would become the crucible. Japan realised – as Williams well knew – that as long as Australian (and later, American) aircraft held Port Moresby as a base to launch attacks on the new conquests of its Pacific empire, it could never be secure.

In early 1942, Japan decided that New Guinea would be taken. It believed little effort would be required. The finest defences of the European and American powers had, after all, withered miserably before it. From already existing airfields on the New Guinea north coast at Lae and Salamaua, as well as recently conquered Rabaul, an aerial assault on Moresby would quickly reduce whatever resistance still remained in this colonial backwater, then in early May, an amphibious assault would see the town fall easily to Japanese hands. Singapore, Britain’s Far East fortress, had toppled with just a shove, and the United States, still paralysed by the speed of Japan’s Pacific blitz, was months away from deploying its power so far from home. Australia’s own defences, decreed the Japanese, would be pitiful at best, if they existed at all.

In fact, the Japanese had already overplayed their hand. Had they not paused to consolidate their early gains after subduing Rabaul, and immediately launched against Port Moresby an assault of similar violence, there is little doubt that it would have similarly fallen.

At the end of January, the tiny Moresby garrison was ordered to hold out against an expected invasion from the sea. At that stage, Port Moresby’s total air defence capacity consisted of one Hudson bomber and two Catalina flying boats, which had all been flown to their limits; as a result, the troops were not expected to last more than 36 hours. It was an opportunity the Japanese would never have again.

On 11 March, to little resistance, the Japanese began landing at Lae and Salamaua, soon establishing themselves at the landing strips there, bringing Port Moresby within an hour’s flying time of its aircraft. It was understood that Moresby had an airstrip of its own, situated not far from the town. What the Japanese didn’t know was that it was in a mess.

•

Seven Mile Strip, along with its smaller neighbour KilaKila, or Three Mile, began as a pre-war airstrip dating back to the early 1930s. American money had helped pay for its initial construction, with intentions that it be used as both a civil aerodrome as well as a refuelling spot for US aircraft travelling from Australia to their territories in the Philippines. It had, however, been poorly maintained.

Both Seven Mile and Three Mile had been slated for improvements to their capacities since 1939, but the larger Seven Mile, it was decided, would be given priority. The going was slow. In October 1941, Seven Mile began its military incarnation when American B-17 bombers touched down there briefly en route to their base at Clark in the Philippines (where, in a couple of months, they would be wiped out in Japanese attacks). By the time the first Japanese raids on Port Moresby and its airstrip began in early February, runway extensions had yet to be completed, and even permanent concrete barrack blocks with such luxuries as showers and flyscreens were still struggling to be built. Seven Mile’s personnel were destined to remain under canvas for the time being.

In fact, Seven Mile’s very viability as an operational air base was by no means certain. In February, panic gripped Port Moresby when, fearing imminent invasion, most of the civilian contractors, along with much of the population, left or were evacuated. In a shameful collapse of order and morale, shops and private houses were sacked, as recorded by Osmar White who recalled that: ‘They had been abandoned in haste, and later looted. The doors stood open. One could see smashed furniture, crockery, papers scattered on the floor, draggled clothing, torn photographs.’

‘An impression is rapidly growing,’ stated a report by a senior air staff officer, ‘that the policy of the Government is to let the garrisons at Port Moresby and Thursday Island go in the same way as that at Rabaul, and that no serious assistance will be given.’

Not that the defenders of Port Moresby had been idle in their belated preparations. Under the savage heat of a tropical summer, small bands of Australian army engineers had worked around the clock for weeks. Since Pearl Harbor, 200 miles of new roads had been bulldozed and blasted through jungles, across drained swamps and up mountain spurs, sometimes following the lines of old goat or mule tracks, performing in weeks feats of engineering which had been merely dreams of civil administrators for years. But work on Moresby’s airstrips was incomplete, leaving them in a state, according to the RAAF’s North East Area Command, ‘designed for peacetime conditions in which aircraft cannot be dispersed except along runways’. The report went on to urgently require ‘large labour gang and road-making units of the Army Department. Remaining contractors most cooperative but time factor against us unless very material and immediate assistance is forthcoming. Strongly recommend large work gangs work day and night to avoid continued repetition of this state of unpreparedness.’

This desperate outburst simply prompted a slanging match with the local army commander, General Morris, who, perhaps sensing the absurdity of expending his men’s energies in preparing aerodromes that no aircraft would use, retorted that he was not prepared to ‘use his limited labour to make dispersal bays, taxiways etc unless he can be assured that aircraft will be sent to occupy them, or that aircraft so occupying them will not be knocked out in the first few raids through lack of protection’.

The results of years of neglect and misguided priorities now seemed to be converging like a storm on this small airstrip just outside Port Moresby. Something would have to be done, and quickly. It was realised – finally – that modern fighter aircraft were essential to bolster the hub of New Guinea and its capital. Sporadic American units of the Army Air Corp had by this time begun to arrive in Australia, and the government optimistically put in an order for 700 P-40 Kittyhawk fighters, which began to arrive in dribs and drabs. At one stage, a batch of eighteen turned up and were earmarked to be forwarded to Seven Mile Strip, creating anticipation in Moresby that their arrival was imminent. However before they could be fully assembled from their crates at the RAAF base at Amberley, west of Brisbane, the order was countermanded by an American general who insisted they be deployed instead to join the losing battle currently underway in Java. Moresby would have to wait.

Renowned war correspondent Osmar White arrived at Port Moresby at this critical time to begin his long and brutally honest account of the entire New Guinea campaign. ‘At two o’clock on the afternoon of 13 February 1942 a Lockheed Electra airliner landed at the Seven Mile airfield, Port Moresby, with 14 passengers. It was the last civil aeroplane to cross the Coral Seas from Australia.’ He described the strip as ‘A lonely sun-scorched clearing in the bush…a raw, metalled landing strip scooped out of a valley surrounded by low hills. The only aircraft on it were the Lockheed, an old Junkers transport pockmarked by bullets, and a single Hudson bomber.’ His book Green Armour was considered an almost too frank assessment of Australia’s unpreparedness when it was published in 1945, but it is now regarded as a classic of military writing.

As the early weeks of 1942 dragged on, Japanese aircraft began appearing above the undefended skies of Moresby with arrogant regularity. On the second night in February, the townsfolk of Moresby had been woken in their beds to the unfamiliar krump of bombs being dropped on the harbour by enormous four-engine ‘Mavis’ flying boats. The sound did not remain unfamiliar for long. By the end of March, Moresby had undergone no less than 22 Japanese air raids of various sizes. On 28 February, for example, 130 bombs were dropped, leaving houses and docks burning, while the Zero pilots flew low over the harbour, taking their time to line up and strafe ships and Catalina flying boats as they lay at their moorings.

Osmar White witnessed one such attack.



I saw one crew die in a blazing hull that shot smoke and flames 400 feet above the placid harbour. The men had been asleep when seven Zeros came suddenly round the headland. They rolled and turned and looped with the skittish exuberance of Japanese fighter pilots who see no fighters to oppose them; then they blasted the bay shipping and the foreshores with cannon shells and incendiary bullets.





More and more brazenly, the Japanese bomber pilots, flying the fast new G4M ‘Betty’ medium bomber, would even make dummy runs on the target before leisurely turning around and dropping their bombs with confidence.

First World War veteran and now RAAF supply officer, Squadron Leader AE ‘Ted’ Church, who joined 75 Squadron as its highly capable equipment officer, experienced both the Port Moresby raids and the 44 days, leaving an account in a book published soon after the war, They Flew Alone. Of these early days in Moresby he writes: ‘Every day Moresby or the 7 mile strip received two and often three raids. Flights of 18 and 24 big, twin-engined Mitsubishi bombers rode the clouds without let or hindrance. We on the ground could only gaze at them savagely, swear and dive for a slit trench as they sailed overhead.’

The town’s sole anti-aircraft battery, situated on Tuagubu Hill, blasted away defiantly, but as its shells could reach no higher than 20,000 feet, Church speculated the Japanese pilots simply laughed at the bursts exploding harmlessly below them. ‘Our inability to hit back or to prevent the continual raids developed an inferiority complex that gave the enemy superhuman powers.’

In a single week in March, the air raid sirens sounded over Moresby six times as the enemy once again appeared, targeting whatever it liked. On 7 March, ten aircraft appeared over the town at midnight, dropping 30 bombs in a seventeen-minute raid over barracks and army tents. Despite several times being driven off by the dogged and at times accurate anti-aircraft fire from gunners on the ground, without the protection of fighters, the Japanese could roam the skies at will.

Ted Church observed, however, that conditions at Seven Mile were set to improve, as the construction of a shower block, water system, fly-proof storerooms and proper kitchens with large stoves began to take shape. However: ‘…we should, of course, have known this was too good to be true. Exactly one week before we were to have moved in, the camp was the target for a large raid. Two hundred bombs fell in the hut area, and as the smoke and clouds of dust cleared away, our cherished dreams perished.’

Meanwhile, rumours of the Kittyhawks’ arrival came and went, to be replaced by doubts that they would ever show up at all. In bitter soldiers’ humour, the Kittyhawks became ‘Tomorrowhawks’, then as the weeks passed still with no sign of them, ‘Mythhawks’ and finally, ‘Neverhawks’. But, far to the south, unknown to the people of the beleaguered town, things were finally beginning to move.
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