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To my late parents, Lieutenant Peter McCloy FitzSimons and Lieutenant Beatrice Helen Booth, both of whom proudly served with the AIF in New Guinea: my mother at Lae, helping to put back together some of the men who were wounded in the Kokoda campaign, and my father at Finschafen and Dumpu in the actions which followed it, after he had previously served in the Middle East and North Africa.

And to all the warriors of the Kokoda Track and Milne Bay—including my father’s late twin brother, James Marsden FitzSimons, who fought in the final stages of the Kokoda campaign in the clean-up at Buna with the 2/6th Field Regiment.

Finally, I dedicate this book to the brave war correspondents and cinematographers of both sides who first documented this extraordinary saga, thus ensuring that the story can be told to the generations to come. I cite particularly the greats: Osmar White, Chester Wilmot and Damien Parer from Australia, and Japan’s Seizo Okada, who was with his forces throughout their campaign.
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PROLOGUE

It was a bitterly hot and humid morning on the outskirts of Port Moresby in the early days of September 1942. As sweat trickled down his exhausted, shaking arms—and occasionally to the very fingertips he was pecking at his typewriter with—the great ABC correspondent Chester Wilmot tried to give some sense to just what it was that he had so recently seen …

He wrote:



One day late in August we stood on a spur of the Owen Stanleys and looked down the deep valley which leads to Kokoda, 1500 metres below. All we could see was a blanket of dark green treetops broken only here and there by the white waters of the turbulent creek at the bottom. The valley was almost as deep as it was wide and its sides swept up from the creekbed steeply and in some places precipitously. Somewhere under those treetops wound the track which leads from Kokoda up the valley and over the range to Port Moresby. And a few kilometres away somewhere under those treetops in the dark damp forest Australian and Japanese troops were fighting desperately for the possession of this track. It didn’t look much to fight for. It was just a series of muddy footholds in the mountain side … so slippery that you had to sling your rifle and leave your hands free to grab the nearest vine or branch as your feet slid from under you … so steep that in some places you could scale the mountain face only by using both hands and both feet … so muddy that at times you sloshed through a quagmire more than ankle deep and felt the cloying mud suck your feet back at every step. That was the track they were fighting for down there …i
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CHAPTER ONE

STORM CLOUDS GATHER

Joe Dawson had been following very closely the shenanigans in Europe, and was aware just what kind of carnage Hitler and his stormtroopers were causing.

The only problem was that because he was still only seventeen years old, the recruiting officer said he would have to get one of his parents to sign a form giving him permission to enlist. So he tried his mum first.

‘Mum, I’m going to join the army and I just need you to sign this form.’

‘See your father …’

But his dad was adamant. ‘No! Not on your bloody nelly. When you’re a legal adult you can do what you damn well please, but until then, no!’

Just a few nights later, Joe was passing by the drill hall where the 32nd Militia Battalion Footscray Regiment was going through its stuff. There was a bloke outside who told him what to do.

‘Look,’ he said to Joe, ‘what you do is join the militia, get to know a bit about the army, and then transfer to the AIF. They won’t worry about your age then. You can join the militia at eighteen years without any parent’s signature.’

On the spot, Joe went in and told a warrant officer he wanted to join up.

‘When were you born?’ the officer asked.

The question hung there for a moment, while Joe looked at his options and realised there was only one. He told a white lie …

‘The third of January, 1921,’ he said, instantly making himself a year older. Done. After a medical established that he was healthy, he was told to report the following Saturday to the drill hall, where he would be issued with his kit. It left him with only one minor problem.

That Saturday, after taking proud possession of his service jacket, breeches, long puttees, tan boots, felt hat, .303 rifle, bayonet, water bottle, ammunition pouches and pack—and having done his first training session—Joe decided he would just have to front his mum and dad, dressed in full regalia, and take it from there. So he did.

Predictably, his dad hit the roof.

‘We’ll see about this!’ he roared and then launched into a long tirade about how no son of his was going to defy him, and the only way he could have joined was to lie about his age and once he told the authorities Joe’s true age they’d kick him out again and …

And just then, the formidable Auntie Nell, who lived next door and had heard all the noise—like half the neighbourhood—popped her head in the door. Informed of the situation, she shot Joe’s dad down as surely as if he were a Zeppelin air balloon and she a hard-rising bullet.

‘Good on you,’ she said to Joe, ‘it’s good to see someone with a bit of guts around here!’

It might have been the way she said ‘guts’, or maybe just that Auntie Nell was the kind of woman you didn’t cross, but one way or another all the wind went out of Joe’s dad and that was the end of it. Joe stayed in the militia, and that was fair dinkum that.

•

One breezy summer’s night, in early 1940, the photographer Max Dupain turned a corner off Bondi’s Campbell Parade when he saw coming towards him someone he thought he knew, but dressed like he had never seen him before. It was his recently departed employee and still great friend, Damien Parer, dressed from top to toe in the uniform of a war correspondent.

‘What do you know, Maxie!’ Damien greeted him, ‘I’m off to the bloody war!’1

And he was that. In 1939, budding filmmaker Damien had gone for an interview with the Cinema Branch of the Department of Commerce, which at the outbreak of war had been incorporated into the newly created Department of Information. Now, a new uniform and kitbag later, he was on his way to cover the first actions of the Australian forces in the Middle East.

On the ship to Palestine he wrote a letter to Max and Olive Dupain.



I think I have told you before what I reckon I should aim at in this job—that aim has not been achieved yet.

To build a true picture of the Australian soldier in movie and stills.

To make good movie single reelers showing cause and effect. Something after March of Time idea of why we are here and what we are doing in the long range perspective as it affects us in Australia.

To keep newspapers and newsreels supplied with really hot spectacular news.2





After Damien arrived in the Middle East, he met ABC Radio war correspondent Chester Wilmot. Thirty years old, and himself the son of a famous journalist, Chester was close to the cream of the ABC crop. Chester and Damien shared a passion for reporting from the frontlines, for getting the story absolutely right and for perpetually trying innovative ways to tell a story. Both men wanted to make the Australian public aware of exactly what the Australian troops abroad were facing, and how magnificently the nation’s sons had performed under often difficult circumstances.

•

On 19 October 1940, Victorian brothers and champion rugby players Stan and Butch Bisset stood close together in their new uniforms on the bow of the good ship Aquitania. Stan had been in England playing rugby for the Australian Wallabies when war was declared and had hurried home to join up. His brother Butch was also a good rugby player but an even better marksman—when they were practising with their friends on the rifle range, for every twenty shots, Butch would get at least nineteen bullseyes. The ship carried them and the rest of the 2/14th Battalion out of Sydney Harbour amid a tumultuous farewell of tooting ferries, tugboats and pleasure craft. A great mood of euphoria swept through the troops at the news that they were off to battle.

To keep the soldiers on the ship both busy and fit, boxing competitions were staged. About ten days into the voyage, after they’d stopped to pick up the 2/16th Battalion in Fremantle, Stan was only just bested in a boxing match by an enormous Kalgoorlie miner in the heavyweight division. Alan Haddy, another recruit from Western Australia, came up to congratulate him on having fought so well against a bloke who was so much bigger than him.

Haddy had a warm and generous nature, despite having known many hard times growing up in a series of orphanages. Strong and fit, he projected strength, confidence and capability, a veritable physical force of nature.

Both Bisset boys felt instinctively that Haddy was the sort of bloke they wouldn’t mind being in the trenches with and the three young men quickly became friends.

•

The young Aussie Diggers of the newly formed 39th Battalion gathered at Camp Darley about sixty kilometres west of Melbourne, near the tiny town of Bacchus Marsh. They were a snapshot of the young Australian male population who had been left behind by the Australian Imperial Force (AIF)—some so young they didn’t need razors, and the rest from older generations, including a few really old codgers who had been just about taken from the retirement home. One young bloke was blind in one eye, another was an epileptic, yet another was a severe asthmatic, while others were reasonably physically fit but had résumés that wouldn’t get them a job anywhere else. But here they were, so help them, God. And for the next two months they trained the best they could.

Among them was Joe Dawson—now Sergeant Dawson. Joe figured the 39th was his best chance to see some action overseas, just as he had always wanted to do, and he was delighted to be there.

Another was a rough ’n’ ready kinda bloke by the name of Smoky Howson, one of nineteen children who had at last found a way out of working all day in the market garden his alcoholic father had run. The kids at school had called him ‘Smoky’ because he always smelt of smoke, ’cos at home the only way he could get warm was to practically get right in the open fireplace the family also used as its stove, and it wasn’t as if his clothes got a wash too often anyway.

Each morning at 5.30 a.m. the newly formed battalion band, led by their one-armed bugler, marched up and down between the huts thumping out the one army tune they’d been able to master, ‘Sussex by the Sea’. After that the days would be filled with instruction in basic military skills and endless training to improve their physical fitness. Over the coming weeks they learnt how to set up a defensive perimeter; how to penetrate such a perimeter when attacking; how to set up an ambush; how to react when ambushed; how to clean a .303 rifle; and how to operate and maintain Lewis and Vickers machine guns left over from the Great War. At a cost of great fatigue and terrible blisters, they came to understand what a ‘route march’ was, and how to move overland in a straight line by the dead reckoning of a compass. They learnt to fire mortars—a small cannon of about seven centimetres used to fire explosive shells—and how to dig trenches quickly to take shelter when the enemy were firing mortars and bullets at you. They also received rough instruction on how to stem the flow of a bloody wound, should the last lesson not have worked for everyone.

Most of the militia men struggled to understand the intricacies of the army and all the different officer ranks above them—for example, who was more important, a major general or a brigadier? The only safe bet was to salute anyone with insignia on their shoulder indicating that he wasn’t a private, and try to work out their rank and significance later on.

Mind you, it could be fun sometimes to have a go at officers the men didn’t like—and there were a few of them—by walking up and down the street past the targeted officer to make him salute till his arm near fell off. Ah, how Smoky and the boys laughed at that.

It was all a bit of a fun for now, but things were about to get serious.
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