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  “IT WAS TRICKLING DOWN MY LEGS”


  “I’ve got ‘shits’ entered in my logbook with my first combat,” said Arthur Tucker, a P-40 pilot with the Royal Australian Air Force’s, or RAAF’s, 75 Squadron. “That wasn’t fear. That was the fact that it was trickling down my legs because I had gastroenteritis.”1 Such was life at Port Moresby, New Guinea, for the Allied men fighting there in early 1942.


  ⋆⋆⋆


  The second-largest island in the world, New Guinea was vast, unexplored, and dangerous when it was first spied by the Portuguese in 1526. That was still true to a great degree at the outbreak of World War II more than four centuries later. It wasn’t until 1938, just before the war, that a highland valley inhabited by tens of thousands of natives was discovered from the air. When they were reached by foot, it was the first time they had encountered anyone from outside their world.


  Spanning roughly 1,600 miles from east to west, and 450 miles from north to south at its deepest, New Guinea sits less than a hundred miles from the northernmost point of Australia’s Cape York Peninsula. Mountain ranges rise across much of it, reaching heights greater than 16,000 feet at points. The majority of the island is covered by near-impenetrable jungle while much of the rest is swamp. Dry scrub and grasslands are only occasionally encountered. Ridges and peaks and canyons and rivers and jagged escarpments make roads nearly impossible, and foot travel a misery. Snakes and insects and leeches and diseases and mean-spirited plants—spiny and poisonous—make it worse. Compounding the wretchedness of it all are regular, often severe, thunderstorms. The saying goes: “It rains nine months out of the year, and then the monsoon season starts.”


  It wasn’t until nearly a century after it was discovered by the Portuguese that New Guinea was proved to be an island. It was inhabited by tribes of dark-skinned, fuzzy-haired people, Papuans, who lived in a state of near-continuous conflict with those who weren’t from the same village or area. Many of the tribes took heads as trophies and sometimes ate each other. Primarily hunter-gatherers, they also practiced subsistence agriculture. Their civilization was not advanced in the traditional sense, but they thrived in an ecosystem that regularly killed or ejected white colonizers, traders, and missionaries.


  Partly because there were easier and more lucrative places in the world to seize or colonize, and partly because it was literally on the other side of the world, Europeans took time to pay serious attention to New Guinea. It wasn’t until the 19th century that they established themselves in the region and began to divvy up the islands. The Dutch took the western half of the island, which was called Netherlands New Guinea, or more commonly, Dutch New Guinea. The Germans helped themselves to the northeastern part of the island and nearby archipelagos, which they sensibly named German New Guinea. The British and Australians took the southeastern part, which they christened British New Guinea.


  Assessing that it didn’t offer much value, Great Britain passed control of British New Guinea to Australia in 1906. Because the different parts of the island couldn’t be named and renamed often enough, the Australians called it the Territory of Papua New Guinea. A few years later, during World War I, Australian forces captured German New Guinea, and it was subsequently awarded to the British following the cessation of hostilities. But the British weren’t particularly taken with their new prize and gifted Australia with the responsibility for its administration. Australia subsequently renamed it the Territory of New Guinea. Ultimately, at the start of World War II, Australia called the two different parts of the island for which it was responsible the territories of Papua and New Guinea.


  ⋆⋆⋆


  Following their sneak attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, the Japanese advanced rapidly through Asia and across the Pacific. The American forces at Guam were defeated within a couple of days, and Wake Island was seized later that month. The British were defeated at Hong Kong at the same time while their supposedly indomitable fortress at Singapore—to the great shock and embarrassment of the entire empire—fell with barely a whimper in February 1942. The Japanese raced down the Malay Peninsula from there and thence to the Netherlands East Indies. America mourned when the last of its defenders in the Philippines surrendered in May 1942. In the central Pacific, the Japanese built bases in the Marshall, Caroline, and Gilbert Islands, and elsewhere.


  What the Japanese accomplished in early 1942 was remarkable. But New Guinea seemed to confound them. They had little trouble ousting the Australian garrison at Rabaul on New Britain Island, or chasing the Australians out of other outposts. However, the main island and its peripheral islands were a vast territory of little value to them other than as points from which to isolate Australia from the United States. It seemed simple enough.


  It turned into a nightmare that killed men and destroyed equipment on a scale the Japanese could not afford.


  ⋆⋆⋆


  The city of Port Moresby was the Allied center of gravity in New Guinea at the start of World War II. It sat on the southern coast of the tail of land that extended east from the central part of the island. Discovered and named in 1873, it wasn’t developed until late in the 19th century but grew steadily to become the region’s largest city and trading center. It had a deep natural harbor ringed by protective mountains and consequently became a center for shipping that serviced commercial enterprises both on the coast and in the interior. Wharves and warehouses were developed, as was an airport and the sorts of infrastructures typical of a modern city. This included water and electrical services, roads, hospitals, and government buildings, not to mention residential areas.


  In short, it was the most important city in New Guinea. Its location, just more than 300 miles northeast of Australia’s extreme northern limits, together with its other attributes, made it strategically important. This fact was not lost on Australia, and work to expand Port Moresby’s capacity as a wartime base began even before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. By early 1942 it hosted a hodgepodge of military organizations, including engineering, artillery, antiaircraft, and anti-tank units.


  But there were no RAAF fighter squadrons to protect it. On the heels of Australia’s defeat and ejection from Rabaul on New Britain Island at the end of January 1942, the Japanese sent their first air raid against Port Moresby on February 3, 1942. There was nothing to oppose it. There were no defending fighters, and the enemy aircraft flew higher than most of the antiaircraft guns could reach.


  If the defenders at Port Moresby were not literally sitting ducks, they were certainly defenseless, and able to do little more than take cover from the Japanese bombs. They did occasionally fire their rifles and machineguns when enemy fighters—namely the Mitsubishi A6M Zero—dropped down to the deck to strafe whatever their pilots felt might be worth a burst of machinegun or cannon fire. Simply put, the Japanese operated however and whenever they pleased over Port Moresby.


  There were rumors that a squadron of Curtiss P-40 fighters would arrive soon. Named Kittyhawks by Britain’s Royal Air Force and the Commonwealth nations, these fighters would, at a minimum, snatch away the free rein that the Japanese enjoyed. Indeed, there were hopes that the Kittyhawks—frontline American-made fighters—would be a real deterrent.


  But they didn’t arrive. And they continued to not arrive. Day after long day, suffering through regular air raids, the men at Port Moresby waited. They started referring to the Kittyhawks as Tomorrow-Hawks, Never-Hawks, and other derogatory names. Were it not for the increased level of activity in the harbor, the defenders might have justifiably felt abandoned.


  In truth, the RAAF was moving as fast as it could to get a unit of capable fighter aircraft up to Port Moresby. However, except for a few problematic and much-maligned Brewster Buffalos, Australia had no modern fighters, and its aircraft industry was not capable of producing anything of that sort in the near term. Aside from a few license-built Bristol Beaufort torpedo aircraft, the most modern indigenously produced aircraft was the Wirraway, built by the Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation, or CAC. But it was little more than a derivative of the North American NA-16, an American training aircraft.


  But good things came from bad things. Shipments of Curtiss P-40s that were destined for American units in the Philippines were ordered to Australia instead. The Japanese had established a strong blockade around the Philippines, and the odds of beating it were small.


  As the aircraft crates were unloaded in Australia, the recently cobbled-together U.S. Army Air Forces, or USAAF, headquarters in Melbourne allocated the aircraft to its own newly arrived units and also set some aside for the RAAF. Americans and Australians together assembled and trained on them. By March 1942, up to 300 aircraft had been put ashore. The USAAF sent some of them to Java in an attempt to stem the Japanese advance there, but that abortive effort achieved virtually nothing. In truth, it was a disaster as too many pilots were killed, and too many aircraft were destroyed or left behind during the rush to escape back to Australia.


  All this occurred during an exceedingly desperate period for the Allies. There was no indication whatsoever that the Japanese could be stopped. The Allies had won no meaningful victories, and the Japanese had swept unchecked across Asia and the Pacific. Arthur Tucker, a pilot with the RAAF’s 75 Squadron declared, “Australia was in a state of absolute panic, and defeatism, and lack of leadership.” This, he believed, was mirrored in the RAAF. “I believe that there was incredible defeatism in all levels of our community.”


  The nonstop defeats and failures were a despairing backdrop for how and where the RAAF ought to use its exceptionally meager resources. Where the defense of New Guinea was concerned, its leadership was caught in a dilemma. The longer it took to train pilots to fly the P-40, the more at risk were the forces being bombed at Port Moresby. But should the pilots be sent to Port Moresby without the training they needed, disaster was sure to follow.


  There was no good answer, and pilots from different units were given orders to the base at RAAF Townsville in northeastern Queensland, Australia, where 75 Squadron was formed on March 4, 1942. The unit was to be assigned 24 P-40Es, the first of which was received on March 8. Flight training began on March 11, and pilots, ground crews, and aircraft continued to arrive during the next couple of weeks. There was a bare handful of pilots with experience from fighting alongside Britain’s Royal Air Force, or RAF, in the Middle East, but most of the rest had no combat time, many fewer flying hours, and no experience at the controls of the P-40.


  That lack of training was made apparent by a handful of minor mishaps and two more serious accidents that left the aircraft involved very badly damaged. The P-40 was a bigger, heavier, more complex, and higher-performance aircraft than the Wirraway, and it was understandable that it wasn’t immediately mastered. Arthur Tucker recalled that simply climbing into the P-40 made an impression. “To get into a Kittyhawk you had to climb up onto the wing and then clamber up in the cockpit,” he said, “and there, sticking in front of you, was this great 12-cylinder V-engine with an air scoop on the top. And it sort of went up almost at forty-five degrees, and you couldn’t see anything ahead of you. You had to look out to about forty degrees to the side to see, with your tail down.”


  John Pettett arrived at Townsville from Brisbane on March 14—the same day his son was born. “My feeling,” he said, “was one of longing to be with my wife, of course.” He had been flying less than a year, and like Tucker and Crawford, had very little experience with the P-40. He made a unique observation about the aircraft. “I remember more than anything else the smell, and I can still smell it. Sometimes you get the smell in a ship [aircraft] and I don’t know what it is, whether it is cables or what, or metal, or whatever they treat the metal with, but there is a certain smell about it—particularly American airplanes.”2


  Despite its weight, size, performance, and complexity, none of the Australian pilots described the P-40 as a particularly difficult aircraft to fly—it was simply different and new. Arthur Tucker said, “If you’d flown a Wirraway, you could fly a Kittyhawk right from the beginning, and it was simple and smooth and easy.” Still, there was much to learn about it, and had the Australian pilots been given more time to fly it, they would have become more proficient. But they were not. “I flew it three times,” said Arthur Tucker. Fellow pilot Robert Crawford’s experience was the same. “I had six hours on the type,” he declared.3


  That level of P-40 experience was fairly common for the pilots of the newly formed 75 Squadron. It could not have been otherwise. The unit was formed on March 4, 1942, and received its first P-40s on March 8. It flew its first training sorties with the Kittyhawk on March 11, and the squadron’s first aircraft left for Port Moresby and the war eight days later on March 19. The situation was that desperate.


  ⋆⋆⋆


  The day that seemed as if it would never arrive finally did. Men squinted into the late morning sky at the four fighters approaching 7-Mile Drome at Port Moresby. After weeks of being hammered by the Japanese, most of them thought it was another enemy raid. “One machine-gunner thought it was the usual enemy visitation,” noted a newspaper report. “He opened fire. Others followed suit until the valley resounded with a fusillade. Intensive fire continued until the first machine touched down.”4


  The aircraft were P-40 Kittyhawks of the RAAF’s 75 Squadron. These fighters at which the men at Port Moresby were shooting were the fighters for which they had waited so long. And they didn’t realize it.


  William Bellairs remembered, “And so our boys gave them, with their rifles and their light machineguns, a bit of a welcome, which didn’t endear us very much to them, I can assure you of that. But it was not our fault really, because no one was informed, and then the order come through, ‘Stop firing, stop firing, they’re ours, they’re ours.’”5


  But if there was a bright side to the incident, it was that the skills of the defending gunners were reasonably good. 75 Squadron recorded that all four aircraft were hit and that one bullet missed the lead pilot, Peter Jeffrey, by half an inch. It slammed into his headrest. Unfortunately, one of the other aircraft was no longer flyable.


  The confusion and shouting and finger-pointing eventually subsided, and the two aircraft that had been least damaged were refueled. An unescorted enemy reconnaissance aircraft was reported inbound, and two pilots, Wilbur Wackett and Barry Cox, took the two P-40s airborne. They spotted a Mitsubishi G4M twin-engine bomber—code-named Betty—and made several attacks as it dived away. The Japanese aircraft was unable to escape the two Australians, and it exploded before falling into the sea. It was perhaps the easiest victory 75 Squadron would score over Port Moresby.


  The destruction of the Japanese bomber and its crew occurred in full view of the units that garrisoned Port Moresby. The men erupted with spontaneous cheers and backslaps and jigs. Trucks full of cheering men—almost giddy at the spectacle—bumped up and down the rough roads. The men of the antiaircraft units recalled the event.



   How every one was cheered and what a beautiful sight to see two of our chaps get that Jap recco plane way out over the reef. The little planes dashed around searching for the Jap in a big cloud bank. And what a cheer when the Jap was seen to crash in flames and a large column of black smoke reached up to, and flattened itself against, the low cloud bank!6




  These were men who had been bombed by the Japanese for six weeks and who had been able to do nothing but endure it. Certainly, they would be bombed many more times, but no longer would they be undefended.


  Later that day, a Lockheed Hudson from the RAAF’s 32 Squadron led 13 more P-40s from 75 Squadron to 7-Mile Drome. Happily, they were not fired upon. They were followed by a handful of other fighters and pilots during the next couple of weeks to help buttress the squadron’s strength. Continuous losses kept the unit from ever reaching its authorized strength of 24 aircraft. But overall, March 21, 1942, was a good day for the Australians at Port Moresby. It would stand in contrast to the many dark days the men would endure in the coming months.


  Peter Jeffrey, who had nearly caught a friendly bullet in his head when he landed at 7-Mile Drome, had passed command of the squadron to John F. Jackson two days earlier on March 19. Jackson was tall and balding, and his ears stuck out a bit. In appearance, he certainly was not the movie star cliché of a fighter pilot. And at 34 years of age, he was quite old when compared to his comrades. John Jackson was referred to as “Old John.”


  A veteran of the fighting in the Middle East with the RAAF’s 3 Squadron during 1941, he was already an ace, having been credited with downing four German, and two Vichy French aircraft. He was not an ebullient sort but instead was quiet and businesslike and nice—he moved with confident ease. Moreover, he led by example and flew more than his share of missions.


  As they grew to know him, Jackson’s men embraced his “do as I do” leadership. Arthur Tucker recalled, “He was a magnificent fellow, middle thirties, ex-estate agent, and he was that sort of wonderful, solid, Australian countryman that we all like to think most Australians are, but few ever reach that sort of stature.” Tucker had more to say. “He was the only bright spot of it. And I would say that had John F. Jackson not existed, the squadron would not have been effective in that defense role for as long as it was.”


  William Whetters, another of Jackson’s pilots, recalled him as “a most outstanding man, and with great consideration for the pilots under him. . . . He would have duties that he could give to others but preferred to do them himself.”7


  Not everyone, however, was convinced of Jackson’s suitability for the role. Peter Jeffrey, the recently promoted wing commander who passed command of 75 Squadron to Jackson, had been Jackson’s commanding officer in the Middle East. “He was a bit hard of hearing and his eyes weren’t all that good,” Jeffrey said. “He shouldn’t have been in fighters because he was a bit old.” Jeffrey also mentioned that flying close formation with Jackson was a bit dicey, as “when he turned his head, he also turned his aircraft.”


  Jackson also tended toward being too aggressive and was not inclined to “wait to fight another day” when the odds were stacked against him. When Jeffrey expressed his doubts to Jackson, Jackson replied, “I’ve got a wife and kids back there in Australia and no Jap bastard’s going to get anywhere near them except over my dead body.”8


  Despite his misgivings, and his belief that Jackson would press himself and his men too hard, Jeffrey passed command of 75 Squadron to Jackson. “And that would be his only fault as far as I’m concerned,” Jeffrey said. “But he had extraordinary courage, extraordinary courage.”9


  Jeffrey was not mistaken. Press hard is exactly what Jackson did. Ground crews armed and fueled and otherwise readied 10 aircraft for an early morning strike against the Japanese airfield at Lae. At 0630 on March 22, the day after 75 Squadron arrived at 7-Mile Drome, Jackson advanced the throttle of his aircraft and rolled down the runway to lead the formation 190 miles almost straight north across the Owen Stanley Range to where Lae sat on New Guinea’s northern coast.


  One of Jackson’s pilots, John Le Gay Brereton, swerved to dodge a Lockheed Hudson that had taxied onto the runway. Brereton avoided smashing into the other aircraft, but his wing struck a small hillock and his aircraft’s landing gear was torn away. The wrecked aircraft skidded to a stop and caught fire. Brereton was pulled from the burning P-40 and survived, albeit with injuries.


  Jackson led the remaining aircraft across the island and out over the sea to set up for a strafing attack on Lae from the north. The Japanese had seized the town only two weeks earlier on March 8, 1942, and immediately started using its airfield. But Jackson’s group was not to be the first to hit the enemy there.


  Two U.S. Navy aircraft carriers, the Lexington and Yorktown, had sent more than 100 aircraft against the Japanese on March 10, two days after they came ashore at Lae. Launching from the Gulf of Papua, the Navy flyers crossed the island from the south, crested the Owen Stanley Range, and caught the Japanese completely by surprise, sinking three transports at the cost of one aircraft. Satisfied with the day’s work, the Navy sailed away.


  After arriving overhead Lae, Jackson led five Kittyhawks in a diving line astern to shoot up Japanese aircraft parked around the airfield. The enemy fighters were lined up on one side of the airfield, and the bombers were arranged in a row on the other side. It made them easy targets, and the six .50 caliber machineguns carried by each P-40 made a raucous rumble as they sent streams of bullets into the Japanese aircraft. Above them, four other P-40 pilots flew high cover in the event that enemy fighters tried to disrupt the attack.


  Flames and smoke spiraled up into the sky. The Australian pilots, buoyed by the spectacle of destruction they had created, wheeled around and made another attack from the opposite direction. The enemy defenses were either caught by surprise or were incompetent, for there was little antiaircraft fire.


  The P-40 pilots continued their attacks. John Piper fired his guns at a line of bombers but fixated too intently on his last target. “I got too low and hit the propeller of the aircraft,” he said. “It made a good bit of a clang and I hadn’t realized it then, but a gun had fallen out.” The impact had also severed a wing spar—a critical structural component. “But it kept on going alright,” Piper said.


  A patrol of three Japanese Zeroes finally dived on the Australians while the four high-cover Australian pilots also roared into the fight. At the same time, John Piper raced to escape with his damaged aircraft, but the enemy pilots were determined to make certain he didn’t. “We were being chased out at that time,” he remembered, and the 20-millimeter cannon fire from the Zeroes impressed him mightily—they looked like gasoline-dipped cricket balls that had been set afire. “And all of a sudden,” he said, “Zip! They go past you like that!”10


  During the ensuing fracas, the Australians claimed two Zeroes downed in air combat. Peter Turnbull and his wingman, John Pettett, made claims for one apiece. Pettett recalled seeing a Zero attack a Kittyhawk as it was strafing. Finished with its firing pass, the Japanese fighter zoomed into a high climbing turn, “more or less in front of me,” Pettett said, “and all I instinctively did was pull back on the stick and pull the trigger and allowing what I thought was enough deflection and that aircraft went down.”


  A pair of Lockheed Hudson light bombers from the RAAF’s 32 Squadron was scheduled to bomb and photograph Lae following 75 Squadron’s strafing attack. Jackson and his men were tasked with escorting them over the target and taking them back to Port Moresby. As planned, the two Hudsons motored over Lae and dropped their bombs. The Kittyhawks raced to their aid, but a single Zero outpaced them and attacked both aircraft. Two crewmen were wounded, but the gunners aboard the Hudsons shot the Japanese aircraft down.


  The many fires burning on the airfield indicated the raid’s success. But it didn’t come without cost as two P-40s were missing. Wilbur Wackett and Bruce Anderson failed to return, and none of the other pilots were certain what happened to them, although it was presumed that they were shot down by the enemy fighters.


  That presumption was correct in the case of Wilbur Wackett. He was part of the high-cover flight and dived on the Zeroes which were attacking the strafers. During the dive, the light in his gunsight failed, but he nevertheless maneuvered to take a shot at one of the enemy fighters. However, when he pulled the trigger, only one of his six guns fired. Still, he scored strikes on the Zero’s left wing.


  “I then dove away,” he said, “and the next thing I knew was that my engine was hit by a burst of fire.” Wackett never saw his attacker. He ducked into a bank of clouds and tried to bring his engine back to life by switching fuel tanks and activating the emergency fuel pump. It didn’t work. The engine failed as he descended out of the clouds at 1,000 feet. In the distance, he saw two burning Zeroes smash into the mouth of the Bwong River. When he put his dead aircraft into the water, he was eight miles from the coast.11


  Jackson led 75 Squadron and the two Hudsons back to Port Moresby. Analysis of photographs from one of the Hudsons confirmed that nine Zeroes and three twin-engine bombers were destroyed on the ground. Added to this number were the two Zeroes destroyed in aerial combat by Turnbull and Pettett and the Zero shot down by the Hudsons.


  But the single day’s action had claimed nearly a quarter of 75 Squadron’s 17 aircraft. Brereton’s takeoff accident, combined with the loss of Anderson and Wackett over Lae, totaled three aircraft. But later in the day, John Piper wrecked another of the precious P-40s when he landed after spending two hours over Port Moresby, waiting to intercept an enemy raid that never materialized. Piper was uninjured, but if 75 Squadron kept losing aircraft at the same rate, it wouldn’t last but a few more days.


  ⋆⋆⋆


  Although Jackson and his men almost certainly didn’t care, it is interesting that the P-40 went by three different names for no rational reason whatsoever. The USAAF settled on Warhawk for all variants, whereas the RAF named the early models—P-40Bs and P-40Cs—Tomahawks. The P-40D and later models were called Kittyhawks, or Kittys, by the RAF and the Commonwealth nations. 75 Squadron flew P-40Es at that point in the war.


  Whatever they were called, the aircraft were fine fighters. Curtiss had modified its radial engine-powered P-36 in 1938 with the inline, 12-cylinder, Allison V-1710 engine. After refinements, the new design, the P-40, demonstrated top speeds in excess of 350 miles per hour. Although it lacked the turbo-supercharger necessary for high-altitude operations, it was a very good fighter at medium and low altitudes. Compared to the German Me-109s it encountered over North Africa, it was just as fast in level flight. In a dive, it was faster. It also turned better and had considerably greater range and endurance. Built exceedingly tough, it endured harsh operating conditions worldwide.


  However, all was not rosy for 75 Squadron as the P-40s were new not only to most of the pilots who flew them but also to most of the mechanics who maintained them. And replacement parts were virtually nonexistent as the supply line from Port Moresby to the Curtiss factory in Buffalo, New York, measured nearly 9,000 miles. And in light of everything else happening across the globe, 75 Squadron was not at the top of the priority list.


  But the squadron’s pilots were happy with the aircraft. It was as fast or faster in level flight than the Zero. In fact, its liquid-cooled engine produced approximately 1,200 horsepower—as much or more than most other fighters at that time of the war. One pilot recalled how it accelerated: “Not as sensitive as a Wirraway but has tons of power. Boy, do they give you a push in the back!”12


  In fact, it could dive away from the Zero if a pilot got into trouble. And it was much more rugged and carried better armament. But it was not nearly as maneuverable as its Japanese counterpart, nor could it climb as fast or high, or fly as far. In practice, this meant that the Zeroes could fly so high that the P-40s, equipped with only a single supercharger, could not reach them. This made it possible for the Japanese pilots to choose when and how to start a fight. And because it wasn’t as maneuverable, if the P-40 pilots chose to engage the Zeroes in a turning fight they stood a good chance of getting dead.


  John Pettett recalled that “the Kittyhawk was beautiful” in appearance. And he appreciated its speed in a dive. “If you got into trouble at high altitude,” he said, “you could just put the nose down and it streaked away, and it was strong enough to come out of a high-speed dive.” Pettett especially liked the P-40’s armament. “Its best feature was its guns,” he said. “It had tremendous striking power. As you can imagine with six, half-inch [.50 caliber] guns, three in each wing, and the damage they did was incredible.”


  That it had good armor protection also gave its pilots comfort. Pettett recalled other pilots describing how they could hear and feel Japanese machinegun rounds rattling off the cockpit armor. This was protection the Zero pilots did not have. Pettett’s friend Alan Whetters was flying over Port Moresby on one occasion when he was attacked from behind by a Zero he never saw. Rather, it was the reverberating shock of the enemy aircraft’s rounds hitting the armor plate behind his seat that alerted him. “Like piano notes without the music,” he said.


  Another protective feature was the P-40’s self-sealing fuel tanks. These became standard on American combat aircraft. When hit by a bullet or cannon round, the material inside the self-sealing tanks—typically two layers of rubber or rubber-like material—would expand to seal or minimize the hole. The P-40 often came home with its fuel tanks riddled by bullets, whereas its Japanese counterparts were transformed into flying torches when their fuel tanks were hit by just a few machinegun rounds.


  Pettett was saved by the P-40’s sheer ruggedness on April 6, 1942, during an attack on a formation of Betty bombers. In a steep climb, almost at stalling speed, he fired his guns. At the same instant, the rear of his aircraft was hit by a 20-millimeter cannon shell fired by the bomber’s tail gunner. His aircraft was knocked out of control.


  “I just spun straight out of it,” he said. “I just went in all directions and finished up pointing straight down at the ground . . . I pulled out of it. It was no problem really . . . But when I looked back, I could see this great . . . it was like a can opener had been through the leading edge of the tailplane on the starboard side.”


  Pettett was uncertain what effect the damage might have on the aircraft’s flyability, and he put the aircraft through some gentle maneuvers. “I couldn’t say that it made any difference actually,” he said. Confident in the aircraft’s structural integrity, Pettett landed back at 7-Mile Drome with no problems.


  An issue with the P-40 that especially vexed the Australian pilots was that the light bulb that reflected the aiming reticle onto the gunsight’s glass failed too often and easily. And there were no replacements except for what could be cannibalized from wrecked aircraft. Inasmuch as shooting down enemy aircraft with its guns was the primary mission of the P-40, the means by which to aim them was of critical importance.


  No ready solution was at hand, and the pilots were forced to shoot their guns by guesswork, or to fly so close to the enemy aircraft that they could not miss. With no good options, the resourceful ground crewmen crafted fixed sights from water pipes and wiring. They might have been better than nothing, but the point was debated.


  For all its faults, flown correctly and properly maintained, the P-40 was a fighter with which 75 Squadron could make things difficult for the Japanese over Port Moresby. But that was not possible if the unit’s men were sick. Even though the development of 7-Mile Drome had been underway for months, there was little emphasis placed on health, hygiene, or comfort.


  In fact, there were no provisions for the pilots or ground crews to relieve themselves. Rather, they grabbed a communal shovel and a page of old newspaper before stepping a few feet into the tall kunai grass. There, they dug a small hole and defecated. Many of the men, suffering from the effects of gastroenteritis or dysentery or similar maladies, made several trips a day. The grass grew trampled and spotted with little mounds marking the locations where the men had done their business. Indeed, 75 Squadron moved their camp on one occasion because the health of the men was so poor.


  But still, the men worked, and the pilots flew. The cockpits, which baked in the humid heat, were rife with infectious microbes as the bowels of many men simply let go, and there was no good way to get the residue out of the many nooks and crannies. One man had malaria so badly that he vomited on the windscreen and was unable to see well enough to continue the mission. This was perhaps just as well as he lost consciousness immediately after he got the aircraft back on the ground. He had to be lifted from the cockpit.


  The problem with the diseases against which the pilots struggled wasn’t just that being sick degraded their performance. Rather, that poor performance also caused accidents that damaged or destroyed aircraft. And those aircraft were just as damaged or destroyed as if they had been shot up by the Japanese. For example, Flying Officer P. Scandrett blacked out during takeoff and crashed on April 17. Although he survived with injuries, the aircraft was so badly wrecked that it was written off.


  When 75 Squadron’s pilots weren’t too sick to fly, they sat alert close to their aircraft in a tent where they read, or talked, or played cards, or wrote letters. Or they squatted in the Kunai grass outside. Or just sat. A telephone was attached to a pole in the tent, and when it rang with information that a raid was inbound, the call went up: “It’s on!” Or, “Pilots!” The men raced to their aircraft and, helped by their ground crews, hurried to strap into their seats, and to don their helmets and throat microphones and other flying gear. They started their engines, taxied to the end of the airfield, advanced their throttles, and rattled down the runway in clouds of dust or sprays of mud.


  These were the most anxious moments for many of the men. While idling away their time on the ground or trying to sleep, they regularly imagined all manner of awful fates. Too-real nightmares sometimes braced them upright out of already fitful slumber. Conversely, when they were airborne in actual combat, they didn’t have time to ruminate on what horrible things might happen to them—they were too busy trying to kill and trying not to be killed. But the in-between time, as they rushed to get airborne and were vulnerable to strafing or bombing attacks, was desperately unsettling. “That was the worst time of all,” said John Piper.


  Once airborne, the leader typically started a turn to give the other pilots an opportunity to cut the corner and join him. They clawed for altitude at the same time, desperate to intercept the Japanese bombers before they reached Port Moresby. In the event they reached an advantageous position and altitude, they flung themselves pell-mell at the enemy aircraft.


  Such an aggressive spirit was laudable, but it was unorganized and degraded the effectiveness of the squadron. The men were not trained in tactics, nor did their leadership maximize their effectiveness with relevant training. That such was the case is curious because their leadership was John Jackson.


  Jackson was 75 Squadron’s commanding officer, but he was powerless to fix much of what was wrong at Port Moresby. He could do little about the diseases that wracked the ranks of the men, and he couldn’t get adequate replacement aircraft and parts—there simply weren’t enough available. And he didn’t have the resources available to launch training sorties.


  However, one thing he could have done was gather his pilots to discuss the best tactics and techniques for engaging the Japanese. He was smart, he was experienced, and he was certainly motivated to kill as many Japanese as he could. And he was empathetic toward his men.


  But the fact that 75 Squadron had no established tactics for engaging the enemy is certain. “This was one of the unusual conditions of the squadron,” said William Whetters. “I cannot recall any information whatsoever on the tactics to be employed. All that we did was take off together, meet the enemy, and then operated as individuals.” Arthur Tucker’s recollections were virtually identical. “With regard to flying organization, there was none,” he said. “The leader would take off and you scrambled to follow him. We didn’t have any tactics at all, except that we tried to stay together and tried to stay alive.”


  One exception was an admonition rather than a tactic. Jackson repeatedly warned his pilots against dogfighting with the Japanese aircraft—doing so was a virtual death sentence as the P-40 simply was not maneuverable enough. Rather, they were to make a firing pass, then dive away. When they had created enough separation, they could reverse direction and reengage.


  The failure to create a meaningful set of squadron tactics no doubt cost lives, and just as certainly kept the men from shooting down as many Japanese as they could have. Still, Jackson’s men followed him without reservation, and he maintained positive and confident, as indicated in a letter to his wife. “I think we’ll hold the yellow bastards here,” he said. “We’ve already given them a few decent cracks.”13


  In such primitive conditions, there were no pretenses at Port Moresby regarding uniforms or military courtesies, or even hygiene. Indeed, John Piper once flew a mission to Lae while wearing his pajama top. “Our dress didn’t conform to any regulation,” said pilot Robert Crawford. “[It] was just shorts and no rank, no nothing, and a hat. . . . I doubt if I ever washed in Moresby because there was nowhere to wash.”


  Crawford also recalled that he didn’t wear socks with his boots until another pilot told him that if he went down in the water and his boots came off, the white soles of his feet would flash as he swam and attract sharks. Likewise, Crawford didn’t wear gloves until it was pointed out to him that if he bailed out from a burning aircraft, his hands might be so badly injured that he would not be able to pull his parachute’s ripcord.


  ⋆⋆⋆


  A lone Japanese aircraft was reported inbound from the northwest in the early afternoon of March 31. It turned southwest, then northwest. “And when about 4-to-5 miles distant,” observed the 75 Squadron operations record book, “enemy aircraft observed to be diving to earth. One wing came adrift, and the aircraft crashed to the ground, and a huge cloud of black smoke arose. No antiaircraft burst seen or heard; obviously a case of aircraft ‘made in Japan.’”14


  John Pettett, 75 Squadron pilot, had watched the enemy aircraft from the ground alongside his friend and fellow pilot Peter Turnbull. Turnbull had spent a great deal of time in the rough interior of Australia and had a reputation as a jokester. He threw himself into a made-up version of an Aboriginal dance. As he finished, he pretended to fling a curse at the Japanese twin-engine bomber, a Mitsubishi G3M, code-named Nell. It was nearly exactly at that time that the enemy aircraft shed its wing. Turnbull turned to Pettett and flashed a smile. “Got the bugger,” he said.


  ⋆⋆⋆


  Ground crews in 75 Squadron worked tirelessly to keep their unit’s Kittyhawks flyable. It was miserable work in awful conditions, but it was necessary. The more aircraft that 75 Squadron could put airborne, the more difficult it was for the Japanese to bomb Port Moresby. But much of the good work performed by the mechanics was squandered by false alarms.


  Although radar was being rushed into service around the world and had already proved its value in Europe, there was no such capability yet at Port Moresby. Instead, the defenders relied on men with radios who lived in isolated jungle outposts, or often on the run. Situated close to Japanese bases or along the routes that the Japanese flew, these men—coastwatchers—counted the number and types of enemy aircraft, estimated their altitude and heading, and then radioed the information so that Allied units could react in time.


  However, a review of 75 Squadron’s records shows that the aircraft that scrambled out of Port Moresby encountered empty sky more often than they encountered the enemy. For example, all available aircraft were hurriedly launched on the afternoon of April 9 at two different times. They found nothing. This happened for several reasons. At times the enemy formation went to a different target, or was turned back by weather, or was recalled, or simply never existed.


  The service the coastwatchers provided was no doubt valuable, and it was much better to have a rudimentary and imperfect warning system than to have nothing at all. But the false alarms did exact a cost. They put unneeded wear and tear and strain on the engines and airframes. This increased the need for maintenance that would otherwise not be required. Moreover, scrambles were opportunities for the tired and sick men of 75 Squadron to get into accidents that might kill or injure them, and damage or destroy their aircraft.


  ⋆⋆⋆


  The Australians at Port Moresby were soon joined by new American friends. These were the men of the 3rd Attack Group’s 8th Bomb Squadron who flew the Douglas A-24 Banshee dive bomber, the USAAF’s version of the Navy’s SBD Dauntless.


  With an eye on developments in Europe, the Army Air Corps had dabbled in dive bombing during the 1930s but never committed to it to the same degree as the Navy. However, recognizing the workhorse nature of the SBD, and the investment being made by its sister service, the Army piggybacked on the Navy’s procurements and placed an order for a small number of aircraft in 1940. Its variant, the A-24, differed little from the Dauntless—the main changes being the replacement of the Navy radios, and the removal of equipment related to operations aboard the aircraft carrier, namely the heavy arresting hook.


  Initially, three squadrons of the 27th Bombardment Group (Light) in Georgia were equipped with the type. These units participated extensively in various wargames during the latter half of 1941. During November, the aircraft were hurriedly disassembled, crated, and dispatched to the Philippines along with the group’s men. The United States was rushing to buttress its forces in the Philippines, and the 27th Bomb Group and its A-24s were part of that rush.


  The men arrived before the machines, and after the Japanese sneak attack on Pearl Harbor, the aircraft, still aboard ship, were diverted to Australia. Although some of the men were evacuated from the Philippines, several hundred were left behind and compelled to fight as infantrymen with the specially created 1st Provisional Air Corps Regiment. Many were part of the Bataan Death March following the collapse, defeat, and surrender of the American forces. Fewer than half survived the war.


  The A-24s, 52 of them, reached Brisbane, Australia, in mid-December and were uncrated and readied for assembly. The men putting them back together were stunned at their poor condition. They had been flown hard and minimally maintained during the months preceding their shipment. Most of the engines needed an overhaul. Moreover, many components were caked with dried mud, and others were worn out or completely missing.


  The commanding officer of the 27th Bomb Group, John Davies, declared that the organization responsible for preparing and packing the aircraft “should be charged with criminal negligence.”15 Nevertheless, Australian and American mechanics worked side-by-side to get a number of the aircraft fully assembled and ready for action by January 1942.


  Aside from the dire situation in the Philippines and elsewhere, the Allies were also being beaten by the Japanese in Java. Consequently, 15 of the newly assembled A-24s were sent there during the early part of February to support the badly battered and retreating Allied forces. It was a long and difficult multiday trip across Australia and most of Java. Ultimately, only 12 aircraft arrived, and of those, just a handful were fit to fight. They were committed to the fight, mostly in twos and threes, and were badly handled by enemy fighters and antiaircraft fire. Although the desperate A-24 crews fought bravely and with ingenuity—and did score a handful of successes—the battle was already lost, and the men were withdrawn back to Australia at the end of the month. There remained only three aircraft, and those were abandoned and subsequently destroyed by Dutch forces as the Japanese advanced.


  Most of the A-24s remaining in Australia were assembled and reassigned to the 3rd Attack Group’s 8th Bomb Squadron. Going with the aircraft were the men of the 27th Bomb Group which—with most of its men trapped in the Philippines—was subsumed by the 8th Bomb Squadron. Although experience with the A-24 up to that point had not been particularly encouraging, the 8th was nonetheless ordered to Port Moresby at the end of March 1942. The situation in New Guinea was considered desperate enough to put the type back into the fight.


  When escorted by fighters, the newly arrived A-24s established a record that was, if not outstanding, at least passable. After flying into Port Moresby on March 31, 1942, the 8th flew its first combat mission the next day. Escorted by RAAF P-40s from 75 Squadron, five of the 8th’s A-24s hit Japanese installations at Salamaua—not far from Lae—on New Guinea’s northern coast. No aircraft were lost.


  On April 6, eight A-24s and an escort of six Australian P-40s from 75 Squadron headed for Lae. Approaching the enemy airfield, they dived from an altitude of 13,000 feet. Japanese on the ground ran for cover at the same time they looked fearfully skyward at the plummeting aircraft. They were not only unused to being attacked by dive bombers but were also unfamiliar with the sight of the olive-green painted A-24s.


  Unmolested by enemy fighters, the American A-24 pilots let go of their bombs and continued down across the beach and toward the water. They leveled out just above the wavetops while, behind them, smoke and fire leaped skyward from the burning wrecks of five Zeroes and seven bombers. The pilots reconstituted their formation as they turned for home, but Ed Chudoba brought with him an unwelcome extra aircraft—a Zero, whose pilot was intent on revenge. Having holed Chudoba’s aircraft with gunfire, the Japanese pilot made two passes at the rest of the formation and no doubt would have continued had he not been shot down by the rear gunners. One A-24 was lost during the attack, probably downed by antiaircraft fire.


  ⋆⋆⋆


  Just as Port Moresby was the primary target for the Japanese, the Japanese base at Lae on New Guinea’s northern coast was the primary target for the RAAF’s Port Moresby– based 75 Squadron. When directed by higher headquarters, the unit’s commander, John Jackson, regularly flew his P-40 over the Owen Stanley Range to assess the disposition of the Japanese at Lae and elsewhere. These solo missions were dangerous, but a reconnaissance in force would have left fewer of the too few aircraft at Port Moresby to defend against Japanese raiders. And because they were dangerous, Jackson usually flew them rather than order someone else to do so.


  The risks finally caught up to him on April 10, 1942. On that day his route took him past Nadzab, Salamaua, and Lae. A deck of clouds forced him down to 600 feet near Lae where he was jumped by three Zeroes over the sea. Although he jettisoned his belly tank, the particular P-40 he flew that day was not fast enough to escape the enemy fighters.


  Jackson’s aircraft was quickly riddled with holes, and his windscreen was shot away. Wind howled into the cockpit and whipped bits of glass around his face as it tore at his helmet and clothing. Although he knew it was a losing move, he felt he had no choice but to turn hard into the more maneuverable Zeroes. He hoped to be able to get off a burst of gunfire, or at least confuse or scatter the enemy pilots.


  Remarkably, he was able to maneuver behind one of the enemy fighters, but his aircraft had been so badly shot up that his guns would not fire. Outnumbered, Jackson was shot into the sea. His Kittyhawk skipped atop the waves and sent a towering plume of spray into the sky before coming to a sudden stop. “My plane sank in a few seconds,” he said. Stunned and likely suffering some degree of shock, Jackson pushed clear of the sinking aircraft and struck for shore, fearful that the enemy pilots might strafe him. His fears were for nothing. Perhaps the Japanese had no interest in killing him, or maybe they lost sight of him as his aircraft disappeared below the surface.


  Regardless, Jackson kicked away his boots and continued for the coast, almost a mile distant. His heart skipped a beat when a deadly maneater—a saltwater crocodile—poked its head out of the waves. But for whatever reason, the reptile left him alone. Nor was Jackson bothered by sharks.


  Nearing land, he was spotted by two young native men—Papuans—Arthur and Edmond. They helped him from the water and took him a short distance to the village of Busama. The village elders didn’t seem particularly eager to help Jackson, and he grew nervous as they held a confab that did not include him. While they argued, the two young men appeared again and hurried him down the coast.


  “Hadn’t gone far before we sighted Japanese boats,” Jackson wrote in a letter to his wife. “So, we went into the jungle, swimming creeks in my clothes, and struggling through swamp and jungle, going down to [my] waist in slime and mud.” Jackson struggled to keep pace with the two youngsters; he wasn’t as fit, and he lacked their lifelong familiarity with the terrain. Moreover, and perhaps most importantly, he was barefoot.


  However, the sound of a Japanese search party, assisted by some of the villagers, compelled him to move faster than he might have done otherwise. Arthur and Edmond spirited Jackson deeper into the jungle until the shouts of his pursuers faded away. Still, they went on as fast as Jackson could go on his bruised and cut and swollen feet, which grew worse with each step. “When we came to a stony river crossing,” Jackson said, “my feet wouldn’t work, and they had to carry me across.”


  Although Jackson had escaped the Japanese, he had not escaped the suffocating terror that was New Guinea’s jungle. There followed much misery that grew in intensity each day. Stinging plants and leeches and insects and snakes and mud and grasping branches and roots all took their toll on the Australian airman, who was most likely already sick with gastroenteritis even before he climbed into his Kittyhawk on the day he was shot down. So badly did his condition deteriorate as the days passed that the young natives made him a pair of crutches and took turns physically pushing him up the steeper slopes.


  Notwithstanding all the horrors the jungle visited upon him—and the lack of food and clean water—it was his unprotected feet that tortured Jackson the most. “They felt like two pulps,” he said, “and I could hardly stand to touch them with my hands, let alone stand.” He did his best to keep from becoming dispirited, despite the slow going. “You can walk all day in New Guinea,” he said, “and in the afternoon seem no distance away from the place you left in the morning.”


  Jackson rested with Arthur and Edmond all of April 13. The two young men were kind to him and helped to wash and care for his feet. They also made him a rudimentary pair of sandals. He took heart when the noise of an air attack on Lae reached up to where he sat at the top of a mountain. “Heard our boys bomb Lae,” he said, “and saw four of our fighters but didn’t see the bombers. My two boys here cheered as the bombs were falling.”16


  The trio reached the village of Mapos on the following day where they were treated well by the chief and the other villagers. Since April 10, they had traveled a straight-line distance of just less than 30 miles. On April 16 a pair of soldiers from the New Guinea Volunteer Rifles arrived to take custody of Jackson.


  The two Australians—who gave Jackson a pair of boots—shepherded him a dozen miles south to Wau where there was a rudimentary airstrip hacked out of the brush. It had been used before the war to service mining operations in the region. There was also a radio, and on April 18 the men of 75 Squadron were overjoyed upon learning that their unflappable leader would soon be back among them. Arrangements were made for one of the newly arrived USAAF A-24s, escorted by a trio of 75 Squadron Kittyhawks, to fly to Wau without a rear gunner and bring Jackson back to Moresby. The flight took off from Port Moresby on April 21 with 300 pounds of supplies and equipment for the New Guinea Volunteer Rifles, but the weather was poor and Wau could not be located.


  Another attempt was made two days later, April 23, with Virgil Schwab at the controls of the A-24. He was escorted by John Piper in a Kittyhawk. This time, the flight was able to locate the strip at Wau, and Jackson was hastily loaded aboard. Schwab got airborne, and the flight back to Port Moresby was uneventful.


  Feeling frisky, Schwab roared by 75 Squadron’s camp as low and fast as his aircraft would go. Jackson waved from where he sat in the gunner’s position. The Japanese rudely cut the celebration short when a flight of three Zeroes dived seemingly out of nowhere and attacked the hapless A-24.


  Schwab wrenched his aircraft into a violent turn and nearly scraped the ground with a wingtip as he tried to shake the enemy fighters. A hare pursued by hounds, the A-24 banked violently in one direction and then the other. The Zero pilots took turns firing at the American aircraft while the machinegun crews on the ground blasted volleys of bullets into the sky as the Japanese flashed past. Piper, in his P-40, harried the enemy pilots as best he could but failed to score. On the other hand, Schwab’s aircraft was hit in the fuselage by a 20-millimeter cannon round and several machine-gun bullets.


  The Japanese finally gave up and flew away. The A-24 held together despite having been damaged, and Schwab put the aircraft on the ground with little trouble. For his part, Jackson was thrilled to be back at Port Moresby with his squadron even although the tip of his right index finger was shot away.


  Notwithstanding his poor physical condition, Jackson put himself back into operations almost immediately. No one else in the squadron could match his experience and leadership. “He was in a bad way, but he wouldn’t think of not flying again,” said Robert Crawford.


  One of the squadron’s other downed flyers had returned the day prior, on April 22. Wilbur Wackett had been shot down a month earlier on March 22, during the squadron’s first mission to Lae. After swimming to shore he was helped by natives and taken to men from the New Guinea Volunteer Rifles. During the next four weeks Wackett crossed the whole of New Guinea from north to south by foot, canoe, and the occasional truck. Like Jackson, his feet suffered mightily. Unlike Jackson, Wackett contracted malaria, and rather than returning to the cockpit, he was sent to Australia to recover.



  2


  “HE NEVER SAID A WORD”


  The USAAF’s 22nd Bomb Group introduced its B-26 crews to combat at the same time that 75 Squadron was doing its best to defend Port Moresby, and while the 3rd Attack Group’s A-24 crews were making their first tentative strikes. Based at Garbutt Field, Townsville, in northeastern Queensland, Australia, the 22nd typically loaded bombs aboard its aircraft and sent them north to Port Moresby. There, at 7-Mile Drome, the B-26s were topped off with fuel while the crews caught what sleep they could on cots underneath their aircraft before departing on their missions in the early morning darkness. Once the mission was flown, the aircraft recovered back to Port Moresby where they were refueled and readied for a mission the following day or sent directly back to Garbutt Field.


  The group’s very first mission followed this template. As might be expected for a first mission, the greenness of the crews and of the supporting units and infrastructure was apparent. For instance, of the 11 aircraft which taxied for takeoff at Garbutt on April 5, 1942, one hit an obstacle and was too damaged to take off.


  The 10 remaining aircraft got airborne with no issues and set course for Port Moresby. However, one of them developed engine issues and was compelled to return to Garbutt. At Port Moresby, one of the nine remaining aircraft blew a tire and was not ready in time for the mission.


  The 22nd’s crews were briefed and got a few hours of sleep before being wakened in time for the eight aircraft to make an 0330 takeoff in rain and fog on April 6. The miserable weather made it difficult for the crews to rendezvous. After flailing in and out of the clouds, and unable to join the main formation, two of them returned to Port Moresby.


  Those six B-26s continued to Rabaul where they made medium-altitude attacks against shipping in Simpson Harbor. Although a claim was made for one freighter sunk, Japanese records indicate that no damage was done. A handful of near-obsolescent A5M fighters—with fixed landing gear—tried unsuccessfully to intercept the faster B-26s. Likewise, antiair-craft fire from both ship and shore did not deter the 22nd’s crews.


  Michael Bauman, an enlisted bombardier, described his experience during this, the 22nd Bomb Group’s first combat mission. It underscored the poor state of training that existed during this early part of the war, a product of the rush to get men and machines into the fight as quickly as possible. “Our first mission was to Rabaul, which was on New Britain Island—it was a long way over there,” Bauman said. As they neared the target, the crew spotted a large ship in the open sea, presumably a freighter of some sort, as it didn’t fire on them. “We had four 500-pound bombs,” Bauman said. “I was going to drop two. If I missed with them, I’d have one more chance.”


  As his pilot closed on the ship, Bauman was frustrated as he couldn’t get his bombsight to perform properly. “I looked over,” he said, “and here we were going downhill about 300 miles per hour and 1,000 feet per minute.” The bombsight was designed to work while in straight and level flight. For whatever reason, Bauman’s pilot was diving on the ship. Bauman was furious.


  “I just reached over,” he said, “and closed the bomb bay doors.” Confusion followed. “I can’t drop when you are dive-bombing,” Bauman told his pilot. “If you can’t fly this dang thing, we’ll just take it back. I didn’t come over here to see how many fish I could kill. I came over to see what we could do, and do it right.”


  The pilot climbed back to altitude and set up for a proper, straight, and level bomb run. For all the damage done, he might just as well have never left Australia. “I was so mad I was shaking,” Bauman said. He released all four of the bombs which fell short. The enemy ship continued undamaged. “I got on the mike and chewed him out for about an hour on the way back,” Bauman said. “He never said a word.”1


  One of the six B-26s was captained by Albert Moye. Due either to a mechanical malfunction or antiaircraft fire, his fuel transfer system was not working properly and one of its engines failed and would not restart. Moye turned south for Kiriwina Island and had nearly made it when the second engine failed. The aircraft went into the water, and all but one of the crew was rescued by friendly Papuans. So then, of the 11 aircraft originally scheduled for the mission, only six actually participated, and one of those was lost.


  ⋆⋆⋆


  During much of April 1942, the RAAF’s 75 Squadron kept at least two aircraft on standing patrol over Port Moresby to guard against surprise attacks. These were typically listed in the squadron records as security patrols. In the event that the rest of the squadron was scrambled to meet an incoming raid, the two aircraft often joined them as they climbed for altitude or stayed low to disrupt strafing attacks. But depending on the timing, the security patrol could be caught short on fuel, without enough to climb with the rest of the squadron or enough to fight low over the airfield.


  Robert Crawford was flying security patrol on April 24 with Lester Jackson when a Japanese raid caught them low on fuel. They ducked into the little airstrip at Kila Kila rather than 7-Mile Drome—their base and the usual target. At Kila Kila the two P-40s were quickly refueled and took off again. They accelerated and turned over the harbor where they spotted an American B-26 at about 500 feet. The B-26 was chased by five or six Zeroes.


  Crawford and Jackson threw themselves at the Japanese fighters and were soon caught in a wheeling fight over the water. Crawford’s throat microphone was shot away, and his neck sustained a wound. Outperformed by the Zeroes, and unable to dive away, Crawford’s aircraft was shot up so badly that he was forced to put it into the sea.


  “I survived the ditching, and I thought I was going to be strafed in the water,” he said. However, the enemy pilots were more interested in shooting up a pair of Consolidated PBY flying boats moored close to the beach, and Crawford was left to soak.


  Crawford was only one of the Japanese victories that day. Not so lucky was Oswald Channon who was shot down over the jungle near Porebada village and killed. Mick Butler’s P-40 was so shot up that he put down in a controlled crash. On the other hand, the B-26 that Crawford and Jackson tried to save did escape.


  The loss of Oswald Channon and other pilots—comrades and friends—affected the survivors, but in a way, or ways, that are impossible to measure. “Ah, it’s a bit hard to explain,” said Robert Crawford. “You’re with a bloke one minute and the next minute he’s not there. And I think, the morale of the pilots was such that you’d feel greatly sorry in your heart and whatnot. But if you dwelled upon the problem it would get to you.”


  Although its condition unraveled as April drew to a close, 75 Squadron lurched on while the Japanese continued to bomb Port Moresby. Alan Whetters was caught too far away from 7-Mile Drome during the morning of April 26 while chasing after a formation of enemy fighters and bombers. Unsure that he had enough fuel to make it back to Port Moresby, and not certain he could find a good place to put the aircraft down if he continued on his route and did run short of fuel, he decided to land on a level stretch of ground covered with kunai grass. He slowed, dropped his landing gear and flaps, turned, and lowered the Kittyhawk’s nose toward the promising patch. As it settled to the ground, the propeller scythed swaths of the grass into the sky, and his aircraft made a rushing rumble as the tall, heavy grass scrubbed its underside and dragged it quickly to a stop.


  “This particular kunai grass was over six feet tall,” he said, “and I was indeed fortunate that I had in actual fact, landed without hitting any obstacles.” Whetters crawled down from his undamaged P-40 and oriented himself. A short time later, he parted the tall grass and struck for the coast, intent on making it to the sea, or at least to someplace where he could get help.


  He made it only a short distance through the suffocating scrub. It was not long after he started that he realized he was lost. Thinking that he might die before he found help, he found his way back to his fighter and crawled back into the cockpit.


  “Whilst I was sitting in the cockpit, just wondering what my next move would be,” Whetters said, “I noticed some natives stealthily creeping through the kunai. I stood on the wing, to let them see that I was still there.” Happily, the men were part of a New Guinea Volunteer Rifles unit and had seen him land. Their commanding officer, an Australian, showed up and spoke with Whetters. He learned that he was not far from the village of Rarona, about 30 miles northwest of Port Moresby.


  Whetters checked his fuel gauge and second-guessed his decision to put his fighter down in the kunai grass. After some consideration he thought that perhaps he might be able to make it back to Port Moresby after all. The volunteers were willing to help him on his way and went to work cutting the kunai grass. After an astonishingly short time, there was a clear strip where before there had been an impenetrable sward of thick, tall grass.


  Whetters shook hands with his rescuers, crawled into his aircraft, started it, and was soon bouncing down the ad hoc strip and airborne. He checked his fuel gauge as he climbed for altitude and, after some carefully considered calculations, decided that his initial decision to land in the kunai grass had not been a rash one. Almost embarrassed, he lowered his landing gear and flaps and rejoined his new friends in the kunai grass. This particular unit of the New Guinea Volunteer Rifles was one that got things done. Arrangements were made
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