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NINTH AUSTRALIAN DIVISION IN THE
BREAK-THROUGH AT ALAMEIN

THE break-through at El Alamein during the
first days of November 1942 in which the
Ninth Australian Division participated, was a
fitting prelude to the last and greatest battle
of the Cyrenaican campaign.

Four times the tide of battle had surged
across Libya before the British Forces
launched the fifth and decisive drive to clear
the Axis powers finally from Africa.

By the end of June, 1942, the Axis Forces
had advanced to Alamein, and Rome and
Berlin Radio were jubilantly proclaiming the
imminent fall of Alexandria and the Suez
Canal. Field Marshal Rommel had publicly
declared that he now held the key to these
vital points and it would be only a matter of
days before all resistance in Egypt had ceased.
The British Eighth Army was a worn and
depleted force and was now holding a defence
line only seventy miles from our great Medi-
terranean naval base.

The Axis had achieved a spectacular success
by the rapid reconquest of Cyrenaica and
subsequent advance into Egypt, but the very
;pccd of the advance had proved a limiting

actor and the enemy had now to pause, re-
organize his forces, and bring up supplies for
a further assault.

CHANGE IN SITUATION.
July saw a change in the pattern of war. The
arrival of the Australian and New Zealand
Divisions fresh from training in Northern
Syria had enabled the initiative again to pass
to us. By the end of July the Ninth Division
had participated in four actions and a wedge
had been driven between the enemy flank and
the sea. Thousands of prisoners had been
taken and heavy losses inflicted in killed and
wounded. The front had been stabilized and
from offence the enemy had reverted to de-
fence. A period of marking time ensued. Close
to its main supply bases the Eighth Army was
quickly building up its strength in men and
materials. Convoys of fresh troops were arriv-
ing from the United Kingdom, and at Suez

The month of
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and Port Said steamers were discharging their
cargoes of new and powerful armour and
weapons.

Previous campaigns had demonstrated that
the human element in battle alone was not
sufficient. Supply lines were a deciding factor,
and the opposing armies were grimly compet-
ing for supremacy, but under vastly different
conditions. The Eighth Army had withdrawn
close to its bases while Rommel’s lines of
communication h:d become attenuated and
hazardous. Hundreds of miles from his main
bases, the ports of Mersa Matruh and Tobruk
were suffering damage from the pounding of
the Navy and Allied Air Forces. Although
he had three means of reinforcement none of
these was capable of carrying safely the vast
quantity of material needed for the mainten-
ance of his armies.

Since the Army of the Nile under General
Wavell had first crossed the barren waste of
Cyrenaica, a railway had been completed to
Tobruk, linking that port with Mersa Matruh,
but the single line was an easy and vulnerable
target to our Air Force and its use for moving
materials was consequently limited.

It was not possible to cut entirely sea com-
munications between Italy, Tripoli, and the
forward bases of Matruh and Sollum, but only
a fraction of enemy shipping was surviving
our constant sea and air attacks.

Mussolini’s much vaunted “Victory High-
way” was now badly pitted and scarred from
the constant passage of heavy convoys and
frequent visits of the R.AF.

The Allied Air Forces, once a pitiful hand-
ful of obsolete aircraft, had expanded into a
finely-tempered striking weapon and for the
first time we had aerial supremacy. The aerial
“blitz” had now become an established feature
of our offensive strategy. Heavy bombers
were ranging far out to sea and plastering
ports and concentration points as far back as
Benghazi. In Egypt, the visits by Boston
Bombers of the South African Air'Force to
enemy supply points behind the lines were so



SoMEWHERE at the back of his mind—towards
the end of this route march in the steamy
heat, with a forty-pound pack on his back
like a flamin’ Tommy, and the sweat trickling
down his chest—was that persistent little itch
that he had wasted his leave.

Three weeks! Twenty-one precious days
that a bloke had looked forward to for
three years, nearly—dreamed about in battle,
thought about, talked about in Palestine mud,
Tobruk sands, Syrian snows—carried with
him through the desert night-patrols in front
of Tel el Eisa—gone now like the flare of a
match! How they had longed—amid the stinks
of Egypt—for that first glimpse of old Aussie’s
shores, the fragrance of wattle, the scent of
burning gum-leaves, home! And now it was
gone, in a confused phantasmagoria of home-
coming and hectic nights and nothing to show
for it. And he was up here doing this “jungle-
training”! His sense of injury and injustice
had grown with the miles as he headed north.
Didn’t they think he’d had enough of it?

It was the same old routine, really, in a new
environment. But his problem, though he was
scarcely aware of its origin, was psychological
rather than physical. Each day that passed
took him a day farther from the might-have-
been of a frustrated dream-world, closer to
the stern reality of action. He did not like the
idea of action again. A bloke could not go on
being lucky.

It was not only this vague fear, this uncer-
tainty, that disturbed him. A bloke got
browned off. War-weary. Although he would
not admit it even to himself, somewhere deep
down inside him he knew that what he really
needed was contact—a link with the life he
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loved, the life he hoped to regain—a contact,
intimate, personal, something other than his
own home, something not wasted, something
to do with a girl.

Particularly—as they crossed the creek and
approached the camp this day—he felt rising
within him his resentment at what had hap-
pened to him on his leave, at what might
happen to him if he went into action again
morally alone, without the sort of backing a
bloke got from thinking of someone, not
sentimentally, but just knowing that she was
thinking of him, in battle.

Funny, he had a feeling he would come
through all right then. But there was no one.

The resentment, as they climbed the last
rise, rioted inside him like a soured stomach.
He put one foot in front of the other, tramp-
ing through the last of the tropical under-
growth, single file, with the slow, easy stride
of the practised infantryman, under a hun-
dred to the minute. His webbing cut into his
shoulders; his rifle grew in weight. Philoso-
phically, he wiped the sweat from his eyes
with a wet arm. At the last halt, the boys had
flung their packs off wearily, great round
patches of dirty sweat on their shirts.

They had talked of mail. That itch in his
brain had a lot to do with mail. He did not
like coming into camp and getting no mail
except a letter from Mum, or Dad maybe.
Other blokes, on their leave, had got engaged,
got married, had at least weighed in with
somebody who wrote to them. All that he
had achieved on leave was an empty paybook,
and getting himself all washed up with
Lorraine.

“It’s different this time, Joe,” she had said:
“You're more serious than you used to be.
You've changed. Get yourself a decent break.”

And she’d walked out on him, or he on her
—what did it matter which?—when they’d
had that bust-up about her and Butch. And
maybe others.

A decent break? What had she meant by
that, he wondered. The only decent break
he’d got himself—he grinned at the absurdity
of it—was that little girl down at Andy Foyle’s
shop, the one in munitions. Bit of a come-
down from Lorraine the good-loaker, jitter-
bug joints, and champagne.



Campaign in Papua

THE ENEMY. When the Japanese have been
driven, not only from New Guinea, but from
all the islands north of Australia, and the
threat of their power to endanger this coun-
try is for ever removed, it will be possible to
assess the Papuan campaign at its true worth.

The full story is one of high courage and
human endurance; a story of unbelievably
difficult conditions, of nerves and stamina
strained to breaking point, of an enemy whose
fanatical resistance was equalled only by his
barbarism. It is a story of drama, but not of
dramatics.

Much has been written of atrocities alleged
to have been committed by the Japanese. Some
of this was propaganda, but it has been estab-
lished beyond doubt that the Japanese com-
mitted barbaric acts against our troops which
brand them as the lowest order ofP savages.
Evidence of specific cases of enemy atrocities
exists, as does evidence of their barbarism. This
is now being fully investigated officially.

Japanese savagery also manifested itself in
the shooting of their own troops attempting
to surrender, and the shooting of wounded
who could not be evacuated. Japanese have
posed as dead and have shot those of our men
about to give honourable burial to the enemy
dead.

To-day any history of this dour fight must
be conditioned by very live considerations of
censorship, and by the difficulty of fitting any
unfinished work into its true perspective.
There is, however, much that can be told
NOW.

It was easy and understandable when the
Japanese triumph was at its height, and when
the threat to Australia was most grave and

imminent, to regard the Japanese as a super
soldier. Just so Europe regarded the German
when Hitler’s jack-booted legions stormed
across prostrate countries to the Baltic Sea,
the English Channel, and the Atlantic Ocean.
Of the Japanese soldier it has been said, though
not in these words, that he was the nearest
thing in human form to a bush animal. That is
very true. Coupled with treachery, quick cun-
ning, and a standard of living lower than that
of most domesticated animals was a slavish
obedience to his superiors, an ability to with-
stand conditions that would appal a Euro-
pean, and an ideology which preferred death
to surrender or capture.

But he was no superman and he was no
match for Australian and American soldiers
who could be trained, as he was, in the wiles
and strategy of jungle warfare. If the Papuan
campaign proved anything, it proved that.

PLAN TO TAKE MORESBY. To recount this
slight history of the campaign as concisely
as possible, it is necessary to recapitulate,
briefly, facts relevant to the commencement
of hostilities. The enemy planned to capture
Port Moresby by the third or fourth week in
September 1942 with a triple offensive move-
ment—from Milne Bay along the south-west-
ern coast, by naval assault of the south coast,
and through the Owen Stanley Ranges.
Australians smashed the Japanese landing
forces at Milne Bay, American naval forces
had a decisive victory in the Coral Sea in
May 1942, and the battle of the Owen Stanley
Ranges followed by the battle of the beach-
heads completed the enemy debacle in Papua.

THE BATTLE FOR MILNE BAY

On the 24th of August 1942 the Milne Bay
garrison consisted of two infantry brigades,
one CMF. and the other, which had just
arrived, A.LF. In addition there were a few
base units, two squadrons of R.A.AF. fighters
and a detachment of R.A.AF. bombers.

The garrison was commanded by Major-
General C. A. Clowes, who had assumed com-
mand on the 21st of August.

On the afternocon of the 24th of August,
coast-watchers sighted seven Jap barges mov-
ing west of Porlock Harbour and on the



KOKODA TRAIL

Earvy in September the Brigade withdrew,
heavily outnumbered but never defeatqd,
fighting day and night, denying every mile
until almost surrounded, inflicting many times
its own casualties. This most difficult of miki-
tary operations in mountainous country con-
rinued for nearly four weeks until the Jap-
anese advance was finally halted and turned
back at Ioribaiwa.

There was but one axis of withdrawal—a
mountain track which defies adequate descrip-
tion. Before the campaign, this route had been
considered passable only to natives or trained
district officers.
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Imagine an area of approximately 100 miles
long—crumple and fold this into a series of
ridges, each rising higher and higher unti
7,000 feet is reached, then declining again to
3,000 feet—cover this thickly with jungle,
short trees and tall trees tangled with great
entwining savage vines—through the oppres-
sion of this density cut a little native track
two to three feet wide, up the ridges, over
the spurs, around gorges and down across
swiftly flowing happy mountain streams.

Where the track clambers up the mountain
sides, cut steps—big steps, little steps, steep
steps—or clear the soil from the tree roots.
Every few miles bring the track through 2
small patch of sunlit kunai grass, or an old
deserted native garden, and every seven or ten
miles build a group of dilapidated grass huts
—as staging shelters—generally set in a foul
offensive clearing. Every now and then leave
beside the track dumps of discarded putrefy-
ing food, and occasional dead bodies. In the
morning flicker the sunlight through the tali
trees, flutter green and blue and purple and
white butterflies lazily through the air, and
hide birds of deep throated song or harsh
cockatoos in the foliage.

About midday and through the night, pour
water over the forest, so that the steps become
broken and a continual yellow stream flows
downwards, and the few level areas become
pools and puddles of putrid mud. In the high
ridges about Myola, drip this water day and
night softly over the track through a fetid
forest grotesque with moss and glowing
phosphorescent fungi. i

Such is the track which was once de-
scribed as “being almost impassable for motor
vehicles”, and such was the route to be cov-




“. .. And the position was stabilized on the
Imita Range, after the execution of a wvery
successful ambush during this withdrawal.”
Turning the pages of a recent military pam-
phlet dealing with the Owen Stanley fighting,
| came on those words. I read them again—
and remembered.

C Company of our battalion had the job.
Three days after landing, clad in the new green
jungle uniform, we had made contact with the
Japs pressing on Moresby. Some of the men
had seen action in Syria, but many were new.
It was no pleasant baptism of action for them
to fight this rearguard—at this time Milne Bay
was the only setback to the apparently irre-
sistible Japanese advance. Perhaps it took Aus-
tralian infantrymen to shatter the subcon-
scious belief in Japanese invincibility; not that
we were too sure of shattering it that morning.

Behind the Ioribaiwa Ridge on a miniature
plateau not far below the top of the ridge
the rough track breaks into two, enclosing a
large patch of kunai grass before it falls down
thousands of steps to the pit of the valley.
Late one afternoon the battalion retreated from
the ridge whooping and firing long haphazard
bursts in a pretence of panic. Our whole
company lay dispersed in this four feet of
kunai grass, waiting for the Japs to push up
over the ridge.

A hundred and fifty yards up the rise above
us on both sides of the track was an aban-
doned supply dump. Most of us had man-
aged to snatch a tin of jam or baked beans
on the way through it. We left a little to in-
terest the Japs, but the tins of bully beef and
mutton that we could not carry were spiked
with bayonets.

Night fell quickly but still the enemy had
not come. In the darkness we lay in this
unprotected grassy patch with bayonets or
machetes near our hands to stab the swarming
devils if they came. No firing—that would re-
veal our position to their machine-gunners. 1
imagined my living hours would be termin-
ated at the latest, a few hours after dawn. 1
said so to my mate on the Bren. He agreed,
so we had the last feast as in the condemned
man’s cell-a few chips of biscuit in a neat tin
of marmalade. Home, comfort, the girl—it was
a laugh to think of seeing them again!

No sleeping during the night was the order.
We cussed those who couldn’t sleep without
snoring. An occasional fire-fly floated and
darted weirdly against the blackness. Perhaps
they should have been long anxious hours, but
we were tired and fatalistic.

Next morning we cleaned our weapons as
silently as possible—rifles, Brens and Tommy

ns. And the two 2-inch mortars whose am-
munition had been reinforced by a plentiful
supply of bombs, which another battalion had
donated to our mortar men for our good and
to save themselves the carrying.

Peering into the tangle of rotting trees, vines
and small palms which sprawled on the slope
above us, my first awareness of the Japs came
from the sound of their movement in the
jungle brushing foliage and their feet slipping
in the insecure leaf-mould. Then there was the
sound of laughter—that high-pitched, some-
what nauseating Japanese squeak; apparently
the ridge was unoccupied. Apparently it was
another walk-over for them.

More laughter and cries of pleasure. They’d
found the supply dump. “Good tucker, good
tucker,” some said in English. There was the



Casey’s Lagoon \

THERE is many a man in a certain A.LF. bat-
talion to-day who remembers the picnic at
Casey’s Lagoon.

No map of Australia flaunts Casey’s Lagoon
in capital letters, but it lies eight miles from
Darwin, not as the crow flies, for the crows
fly there but once a year, when the picnic is
held on Christmas Day.

Under the direction of His Majesty’s Aus-
tralian Imperial Force and with a leave pass to
prove it, there’s me and Owen Brannigan
seated at a table on a certain night in Darwin
and in our hands we hold a piece of paper
that is destined to make or mar our modest
fortunes ere the sun’s rays set on Casey’s
Lagoon one evening two weeks hence.
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“This programme for the sports,” says
Brannigan, “is the finest thing that has hap-
pened to us since Saint Patrick drove the
snakes out of Ireland.”

I do not say anything to Brannigan in reply,
but I recollect that it is a long time since Saint
Patrick drove the snakes out of Ireland and
almost as long again since Brannigan’s schemes
had us out of the red. But the night was warm

> and the brew was consoling and I let him

proceed.

Brannigan read the programme aloud to me
with great deliberation. “Grand picnic and
sports to be held at Casey’s Lagoon, Christmas
Day, December 25. Races for young and old,
on four legs and two. Hundred Pounds sprint
championship without respect to persons,
colour, race or creed. Enter now with the
Secretary. Bar, soft and hard, under the per-
sonal supervision of Mrs Murphy, Kennant’s
Creek. Bring your own pannikins.”

He laid the programme down and said:
“We shall pool our resources and concentrate
on the sprint championship. How much have
we got?”

I have two pounds nineteen and fourpence
and it is idle to protest for it was a Brannigan
who saved my great grandfather from a Black
and Tan ambush in ’15 and I've never heard
the end of it.
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