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Written for the Historical Committee of Southern Independent

Commando and First Commando Fiji Guerrillas.

        
The Southern Independent Commando became the nucleus of First Commando Fiji Guerrillas and the histories of these two units are inseparable. Tlie independent and individual nature of commando operations, and the varied nationalities of the members, makes an exhaustive account impossible: some important work was carried out by men who were killed in action and their exploits can never be fully recorded.

        
It was therefore decided that a story, or unofficial history, should be published from the facts at the disposal of the author. Official records are very limited in scope and the author has had to draw upon his personal experience, to a great extent, to give an adequate picture of commando life. The Committee wishes to point out that the author was a member of the unit from its inception and that, as intelligence sergeant, he was in a unique position to view the commando activities from all angles. However, he spent several months in hospital in 1943 and could not take part in every action. Chapters X, XV, and XVI have been written entirely from records and the verbal reports of others, but the other fourteen chapters are mostly an eyewitness account. The opinions expressed in this book are those of the author, based on his experience.
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Introduction
        

        

First Commando Fiji Guerrillas was organised, trained, and led in action, by forty-four New Zealanders. The total strength of the commando was approximately two hundred men, and the unit had an unusual composition and function. Commanded by 
Major C. W. H. Tripp, D.S.O., a member of a Canterbury pioneering family, the unit contained a cross section of peoples from all over the Pacific. There were, in addition to the New Zealand officers and non-commissioned officers, Fijians, Tongans, Solomon Islanders, a few Englishmen, and at times Americans attached.

        
The New Zealanders, when training in Fiji, investigated the possibilities of commando and guerrilla tactics in the jungle. Knowing that the Japanese fight to the limit of human endurance, the New Zealanders trained themselves to a physical standard previously thought impossible for white men in the humid climate of Fiji. Travel, over the mountainous, bush-clad country, formed the basis of their physical training, and many, without compulsion, walked until they were completely exhausted to attain the maximum standard of fitness. Only the highest degree of esprit de corps could produce this attitude of mind, especially when, at this particular period, the focal point of training was heart-breakingly removed each time the hopes of action reached a climax.

        
The New Zealanders methodically analysed jungle warfare down to the most minute detail, then they developed a skill which later surpassed that of the Japanese in every way. Camouflage and silent movement were practised until technique became habitual. As they acquired tactical knowledge they passed it on to the Fijians who, in turn, taught the New Zealanders some finer points in bush-craft. There was no "sixth sense" and nothing mysterious about the ability of the commandos; it was just a matter of taking the job seriously; 

the rest was common sense and hard work. The Fijian language was only one of the early difficulties; and it says much for the adaptability of the New Zealanders and Fijians, that so much was accomplished without adequate training equipment.

        
The example and leadership of the officer commanding the unit was undoubtedly the greatest single contributing factor to the evolution of the commandos, and he set a standard for other units as well as his own.

        
Between December, 1942, and December, 1943, First Commando Fiji Guerrillas operated with American forces on the following islands in the Solomons Group: Guadalcanal, Malai-ta, Russell, San Cristobal, Florida, Rendova, New Georgia, and Vella Lavella. However, it was the thirty-five day battle for Munda Airfield on New Georgia Island that provided the Commando's supreme test. Apart from killing several hundred Japanese, the intelligence information supplied by this small unit was of inestimable value to the American divisions engaged. The intelligence information itself is of no interest to the general reader, but this history contains some of the exploits of the men who obtained it. The risks taken by the New Zealanders may be gauged by the fact that forty per cent. of the officers and thirty per cent. of the sergeants were killed in action behind the enemy lines. Many members of the unit were wounded and nearly all suffered with malaria.

        
By the time the New Zealanders had served two years without a break in the tropics, they were in a very weakened condition, though they could still keep going because walking long distances had become second nature to them. Apart from malaria the damp heat sapped vitality, and long periods of unbalanced tinned diet had a marked effect. In May, 1944, the unit was disbanded, because there were so few fit New Zealanders or Fijians left.

        
This history would be neither complete nor fair if the monotony and hardships were not mentioned. But the miseries of the commando life are now thrust to the background in the memories of the men themselves, and. only the high peaks of excitement stand out. Commando life had many, compensations, the chief of which was the liberty in choice of action: the effectiveness of the force was due to the 
cultiva-

tion of individual initiative. At times the commandos got to places of interest which were denied the men in infantry battalions. At odd times too it was really good fun, and an effort has been made to preserve some of the humorous incidents in the following pages. The New Zealanders found it interesting to compare the various islands of the Pacific and their native peoples, and to observe the influence that civilisation is beginning to exert over native customs. The commandos discovered some products of civilisation even in the remote villages. The chief of one village in Fiji entertained a reconnaissance party with china plates stamped with the familiar mark of the Union Steamship Company, and at a village in the heart of Guadalcanal, a Singer sewing-machine was seen rusting under a leaf shelter. The New Zealanders lived in the Fijian villages during the training period and, as similar conditions had not prevailed before except in the case of a few missionaries, the unusually close relationship made a profound impression on the native mind.

        
The first part of this book concerns the life of the New Zealanders amongst the Fijians. The training of the natives for one week in every four, during the first nine months, was not significant at any one stage, although important progress was made in the aggregate before full time training commenced. The most significant feature of commando activities during these months was the influence that the life had in preparing the New Zealanders for their role as leaders of the Pacific islanders. Life in Fiji is therefore dealt with at length, not only because of its interesting aspects for the general reader, but also because it was this experience that gave the New Zealanders the fundamental physical and mental education necessary to their function later in action.

        
The commandos worked almost entirely with American forces, and reference is sometimes made to the work of the allied units. Comparisons with the main body of troops are unavoidable if the reader is to gain an impression of the specialised nature of the commando unit's work; but it must be borne in mind that the Americans were carrying out a different role from that of the commandos. For instance, the Americans used vast quantities of ammunition on areas where 

Japanese were suspected to be: this method saved risking lives, and was sound military principle when an abundance of ammunition could be supplied. The commandos, however, could not use this method of clearing a way for an advance because they would have lost their greatest advantage—mobility—if they had carried a lot of ammunition: thus their method was to hold their fire and try to make every shot count.

        
Garbled accounts of the activities of the First Commando have appeared in newspapers all over the world, and in several American journals the New Zealanders have been described as Australians. This history is as accurate as conditions will permit, and errors are more likely to be sins of omission than otherwise.
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Chapter I


Why Commandos Were Formed In Fiji

        

December 8th, 1941, (New Zealand time) was a very significant date for the people of New Zealand; but much more so for their relatives garrisoned in the Fiji Islands of the Pacific. The subsequent expansion south of the Japanese forces was the cause that led to the unusual experiences in the otherwise mundane lives of the New Zealanders mentioned in this narrative.

        
At the "Washington Conference in 1922, Great Britain and America agreed to the expansion of the Japanese Navy within certain limits. However, this Navy grew and grew until, in 1941, Japan had absolute supremacy in the north-west Pacific. By the early months of 1942, the Japanese had had a succession of victories (though mostly unresisted), which brought them as far south as Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands: they had also established bases in the Gilbert Group, less than eight hours flying time from Fiji. At this period the British Navy was being kept busy in the Atlantic and Mediterranean, while the American Navy had not yet recovered from the Pearl Harbour attack.

        
The combination of these factors placed Fiji in a very critical position for several months while the United States was organising her forces. Fiji possesses, among other things, two good harbours and two airfields: its geographical position put it astride the sea and air routes of all supplies transported from America to Australia and New Zealand. Thus, apart from the use Japan could make of Fiji as a base, the enemy was well aware that to deny the Allies the use of Fiji would mean disaster to New Zealand and Australian life lines.

        
The small number of troops garrisoned in Fiji was reinforced with all the men New Zealand could spare, or divert 

from her commitments in the Middle East. It also became necessary to mobilise Fijian manpower where practicable. Even with reinforcements the Force was not large enough to maintain defensive positions at all points of the Fiji Group, so it was divided and troops stationed at each end of Viti Levu, the main island of the Group. These troops were to defend the important strategical points of Suva Harbour and Naurosi Airfield in the east, and Lautoka Harbour and Nandi Airfield in the west. The rest of the island was covered by mechanised patrols; but as there was only one road winding for three hundred miles around the island, and as visibility was restricted because of the dense bush on all sides, the position was not entirely satisfactory. The Third New Zealand Division therefore decided to set up commando units at all the most inaccessible spots between the fixed defence positions. The commandos were to oppose, with delaying action, enemy landings from sea or air, and to deny the enemy the use of the road until the main Allied forces could be brought into position.

        
The island was divided into three sectors — Western, Eastern, and Southern—and in April, 1942, commando companies were formed in each of these sectors.

        
The name "commando" was used in its older sense and applied to these units because they were independent companies, almost self-contained. They were more strictly speaking, "guerrillas," for had the Japanese actually landed in Fiji they would have adopted a harassing role; and while they were not large enough forces to prevent a landing, they would have been sharp thorns in the sides of an invading enemy.
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Chapter II


Fiji—"
Where Romance Still Lives"?

        

There are two hundred and fifty islands of various sizes in the Fiji Group: the largest, Viti Levu, is eighty miles long and sixty miles wide, and it lies in the torrid zone eighteen degrees south of the equator. Viti Levu, like its neighbouring islands, is surrounded by a coral reef which forms a partial barrier to any invading force. There are, however, numerous gaps in the reef where the coral has not formed owing to the fresh water flowing from the months of rivers: the coral insect does not build in fresh water. The foreshore is either a beautiful beach of coral sand or a vile-smelling, mangrove swamp. The mangroves grow in the mud at the mouths of the rivers and the swamps are numerous. The beaches are invariably fringed with coconut palms beyond which, to the interior, hills rise steeply and quickly become a succession of jungle-covered mountains. The highest of these mountains is Mount Victoria, 4341 feet, in the north of the island. There are some small areas of flat land near the coast; these being the deltas of the larger rivers.

        
Owing to the trade wind from the south-east, climatic conditions are not consistent throughout the island. The north-western sector is known as the dry side, although it has had up to a hundred inches of rain in a year, while the southeastern sector is subject to torrential downpours nearly every day. Inland on the ranges several inches have been known to fall in an hour. Because of this heavy rainfall the island has hundreds of swift-flowing rivers, which cut their way through many gorges and contain innumerable treacherous rapids. The three main rivers, Rewa, Singatoka, and Navua, are comparable in size with the largest rivers in New Zealand. These rivers frequently flood but the run-off is so rapid that 

théy soon go down again when the rain ceases.

        
Fiji is in the hurricane belt, and it has received the full force of a hurricane several times in the present century: sometimes only the weaker, outer fringe of a hurricane strikes and little damage is done. It is because of the hurricanes that the jungle is matted and commonly called impenetrable: the older and larger tree are blown down, thus enabling the secondary growth to thrive. This secondary growth of twisted vines and saplings has to be cut before anyone can get through it, and in some places it is so thick that it takes hours to cut a few yards. The Fijians always carry cane-knives, and they keep their tracks just passable by constantly chopping off bits of undergrowth, here and there, as they travel along.

        
Viti Levu has only one road around it, and this keeps mainly to the coast, winding in and out and up and down the foothills to such an extent that most people become car-sick after travelling a distance on it. The Colonial. Sugar Refining Company has built small railways through its cane fields near the coast, but there are no roads or railways inland. The only way to reach the interior of the Island is to walk on not very well deiined tracks. Where there are no tracks one has to follow up winding rivers: in fact most trails follow rivers, cutting off the bends where it is possible to wade. When crossing these rivers it takes much experience to pick up the track again on the other side, because of the dense foliage which grows to the water's edge.

        
Apart from the infrequent hurricanes, the wind in Fiji generally amounts to a light breeze, which is not sufficient to dispel the humid climatic conditions brought on by the heat and almost incessant rain. Human beings were never meant to wear clothing in the torrid zone, and even the Europeans living a life of comparative ease soon find their clothes saturated with perspiration. The Fijians, wearing a light cotton sulu (skirt), perspire freely too, but they keep themselves clean with frequent swims or compulsory showers of rain. The Fijians anoint themselves with coconut oil which is odorised with native plants. This scent is not always attractive to European nostrils, and the native body-odour is often





[image: Some commandos on their way to Namuamua via the Navua River.]
Some commandos on their way to Namuamua via the Navua River.
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Bale and Jope, the two leading interpreters, who were with the unit from its inception.
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Fijians poling a punt over the rapids of the Navua River.
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Fijians on guard duty at Guadalcanal. This photo was taken at base camp—they were not dressed like this for patrols.
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Len Barrow and Ken Crass with their patrol of Solomon Islanders.



falsely attributed to a disinclination to perform ablutions.

        
Over the past century the Fijians have built up a conventional attitude towards Europeans, and before the New Zealand commandos could train the Fijians effectively, they had to understand the prevailing economic, political, and social conditions; especially from the Fijians' point of view. This history cannot give space to a complete account of life in Fiji, but the following are important aspects which affected the relationship of the two races in the commando units.

        
In 1874, Fiji became a British Colony which, ever since, has been controlled by the British Colonial Office, through an English Governor assisted by District Officers. There is also a Legislative Council of local residents, and a Council of Fijian Chiefs.

        
In the Fiji Group there are about one hundred and ten thousand Fijians, the same number of Indians, and, in normal times, five thousand Europeans. About half of this population is found on Viti Levu. The Europeans are engaged in the administration of industry and government. At present the chief wealth of the country is derived from sugar, copra. and gold, though ninety per cent. of this fertile island is undeveloped because of the sparse population.

        
Suva is the capital of the colony, and the first question most soldiers asked when disembarking there was—"Where did all the Indians come from?" The answer is that sixty years ago labour was required to develop the cane fields for the sugar industry. The Fijians had no use for money and, as they preferred to live in a natural state, in their villages scattered throughout the island, few of them could tie induced to work in the cane fields. The Fiji Government began importing labour from India. Thousands of these labourers arrived and were indentured for ten years. At the expiry of their contracts they were entitled to a free passage back to India, but their prosperity induced a large proportion of them to remain in Fiji. The number of Indians in the Colony is now equal to, and threatens to surpass, the number of Fijians. The Fijians resent the fact that the Indians have 

usurped so much power in their country because of a predilection for business—not that the Fijians want to run stores, tailors' shops, and taxis—but they feel the pinch of civilisation as it is being pressed upon them. There are no Indians in the interior of the island, for they are either cane farming near the coast, or they crowd into the townships to cater for the tourist traffic. The tourist sees only the coastal fringe, and therefore gets a false impressions of this tropical isle.

        
The Fijian is one of nature's gentlemen in spite of some dark chapters in his history. His cannibalistic tendencies of earlier times have been exaggerated to give the impression that cannibal feasts occurred every day, when in reality they occurred only at infrequent intervals. From 1880 to 1854, missionaries had an uphill struggle to convert the Fijians, but when the leading chief, Thakombau, eventually adopted Christianity—such is the Fijians' response to leadership—a complete transformation took place within a few years.

        
Fiji is the dividing line between Melanesia and Polynesia, and the Fijian native seems to possess the best qualities of both races. Nowhere in the world are you likely to find men of more outstanding physique, and the Poly-Melanesian type does not run to fat as readily as the Polynesian. Some of the Fijians are coal black, and their tremendous crop of bushy black hair makes them look ferocious to the transient tourist; yet this impression could not be further from the truth. The Fijian is a happy-go-lucky fellow with a desire to live and let live, and he rarely loses his good temper. He is child-like in his simplicity, but this is due only to lack of education. When he has been given the chance, as some chiefs have, of attending European colleges, for a reasonable period, he can hold his own mentally as well as physically. Several New Zealand colleges boast of the Fijian scholars they have turned out. The education system in Fiji, however, has not yet reached a very effective state, and the majority of Fijians have to be handled like sensitive, but intelligent, children. The Commandos were successful in training them only because they bore this fact in mind.

        
The Fijians live in tribal groups of up to several hundred and their villages are nearly all built to the same pattern— 

two rows of huts with a spacious lawn between. They cut the grass by slashing it with their broad-bladed cane knives; the result is as short and neat as if done with a lawn-mower. Their huts, called "bures" are made with a framework of timber and bamboo covered with dried leaves or reeds. The bure floor, which is raised a foot or more from the ground level, is covered with a layer of dried grass, then carpeted with a mat made of plaited pandanus leaf. The natives rarely possess furniture, and they don't bother to make tables or chairs: they sleep and eat on the floor; and they use the broad leaves of the banana tree for plates. Fires are kept going inside the bures to smoke out the insects and dry out the thatch which would rot very quickly otherwise.

        
An inland village is always situated on the bank of a river or near a creek, wMch serves as a water supply above the village; a washing place at the village; and a sanitary system below the village. This system is fairly hygienic provided two or three villages are not close together on the same river.

        
Each village has gardens which supply all the food a Fijian requires. The gardens are maintained collectively, though each male has a claim to personal holdings. Women keep them weeded. The staple diet is "dalo"—(taro— 
Coloca-sia antiquorum—a root vegetable, of which there are many species, and which is best described as a cross between a potato and a swede. It is most nutritious, and is greatly responsible for the physique of the Fijians. Even though the Fijian is self-contained he still likes a variety of food from the outside world, when he can get it. He keeps a supply of tea and sugar for special occasions, and he buys tobacco to mix with his own obnoxious weed which would lift the head off a steam engine. He obtains his salt from sea water in the old-fashioned way. Fish is plentiful, and the bananas, paw paw, etc., that he plants in his garden, need little attention, so he has ample opportunity to indulge in his favourite pastime —"kava" drinking.

        
Kava is made from the crushed yanggona root 
(piper-methysticum) mixed with water. It tastes and looks like soapy water, but most Europeans can accustom themselves to it, and 

find it very refreshing after physical exertion in this hot climate. The natives take their kava-drinking very seriously, and often indulge in elaborate ceremonies over it. The participants squat cross-legged in a circle round a huge, carved wooden bowl filled with the liquid. A prayer is said over the bowl, and then a coconut shell called a "mbilo," is filled at the bowl and handed to the most important visitor present. He gulps the kava down in one draft—(it is bad form to take a breath half way, or leave any dregs at the bottom of the mbilo). Some mbilos hold more than a pint, and after a few drinks it is difficult to conform to etiquette. While one man is drinking, the rest of the company clap hands and ejaculate words of approbation. The mbilo is refilled and handed to the most important local man present, then handed to others according to rank, until the entire company has had a drink —the Fijians have definite class distinctions in spite of their socialised economic system. The rounds of drinks continue until the bowl is empty (except on the very formal occasions): then the men sit around until another brew is made. This is the social life of the Fijian, and the sensitive native takes it as an affront if anyone passes through his village without drinking at least one mbilo of kava with the "Turanga-ni-koro" (head man of the village.)

        
The Turanga-ni-koro performs the duties of mayor in each village. He also issues orders for the daily tasks of weeding, hygiene, and the like. There is a higher chief, called a "Mbuli," who supervises several villages and also collects taxes. Above the Mbuli there is a "Roko," who is appointed and paid by the government. The Rokos are the Fijian advisers to the European District Officers. 
A Roko's duties are not very onerous in this slow moving world'. Apart from a few notable exceptions, the Fijians lack good natural leaders, and they follow any "Pied Piper" until they find him out.

        
Ever since King Thakombau ceded his territory, the Fijians have respected the British in these islands, and they show exceptional loyalty to those in authority. They look to the white man for guidance, and they have become used to regarding the Europeans as their bosses. Before the soldiers arrived in Fiji, no white man of any standing in the 
com-

munity did manual labour; and when the Fijians found New Zealand soldiers working beside them on the wharves and on defence works around the coast, they could not understand the new relationship. At first the natives thought that the soldiers were of a low class, but they soon detected the difference between the soldiers sincere friendliness and the patronising friendliness of some of the local Europeans. The New Zealand soldiers have since become so popular with the Fijians that the local residents fear that a great deal more will be expected of the white man after the war; and some fear that the soldiers have upset the traditional white man's prestige.

        
The white people in Suva find the tropical life very easy. The average man can afford native servants to wait on him, and some exalt themselves in a temporary superiority of which the Fijian is fully aware but powerless to combat. Class consciousness and colour consciousness are inevitably accentuated in such a small community, in spite of the efforts of some administrators to overcome them.

        
As the commandos were to work closely with the Fijians, it was necessary to break down some of the traditional barriers; this was not easy. The Fijian liked being bossed by good leaders, but the subservient kind of discipline was not the kind the commandos wished to develop; they wanted self-reliant scouts who would show initiative and volunteer information without being diffident about approaching their senior officers. The Fijians take note of every little action of the white man, and the commandos had to be most meticulous in their conduct.

        
Whatever the mixture of attitudes, the New Zealanders set out to train the Fijians with the utmost goodwill emanating from both races.

      








Victoria University of Wellington Library




Pacific Commandos: New Zealanders and Fijians in Action. A history of Southern Independent Commando and First Commando Fiji Guerrillas

Chapter III — Setting up Commando Headquarters and — Outposts





        

Chapter III


Setting up Commando Headquarters and

Outposts

        

Volunteers from the infantry battalions provided the New Zealand officers and non-commissioned officers for commando units. On the dry and less thickly wooded side of Viti Levu the Western Commando covered its territory on horseback: this company was mainly composed of New Zea-landers with a few Fijian guide-interpreters attached. The Eastern and Southern commandos, however, worked entirely on foot, and these two units were mainly composed of Fijians who were trained by the New Zealanders in the remote villages. The mounted unit selected men of short or light build and with rough riding experience; while the Eastern and Southern units selected the strongest built New Zealanders they could find, consequently most of these were big men. Character was a very important consideration too; the commandos were to uphold the white man's prestige whilst living with the natives, and they had to carry out the work without direct supervision. Many of the NCOs had been farmers in civil life, and because of their individualism, they had a strong desire to use their initiative, to break away from the usual army routine, and to seek the freer life of the commandos in spite of the concomitant hardships of isolation. Several men who were chosen for these units had had training with a special company in Australia a year previously. The commando training of these men had included hard living combined with advanced instruction in the use of explosives, field wireless sets and other technical devices. When the special companies returned to New Zealand the idea of commando units was shelved and the men were transferred to various 

other formations. It was a fortunate coincidence that a. few of these men were in infantry battalions in Fiji just when their special knowledge was required. The Southern Commando secured three of these men and their instructional services proved most valuable.

        
There exists in the minds of experienced military men, two strongly opposed views on the desirability of commando formations. The enthusiastic officers point out the advantages of selecting the most capable soldiers, giving them a great amount of independence, grouping them in such a way as to develop the maximum initiative within each man, and thereby creating a small mobile and formidable company which can strike the enemy where he least expects. The opposing contention is that the gain in efficiency of a small section of a force, say five per cent., does not compensate for the loss of spirit and feeling of inferiority engendered in the other ninety-five per cent of the troops when their efforts are unfairly compared. Added to this objection to commando units is the relative independence that they develop, and the fear that they may get beyond the disciplinary control of the headquarters of the whole force. Each of these opposite opinions could be justified under differing circumstances, and the latter view may have been a factor in the decision made in New Zealand in 1941, to disband the special companies when they returned after a very successful period of advanced and costly training in Australia. In Fiji, however, circumstances were such that commando or guerrilla units were not only an obvious solution, but also the only solution, to the problem of covering large areas with the few men available.

        
This history covers the commandos who served under 
Major C. W. H. Tripp, during 1942 and 1943, first in the Southern Commando and then in First Commando Fiji Guerrillas. The members of Eastern Commando who later joined the southern unit to form First Commando, carried out similar activities to those which will be described in the first half of this book.

        
In April, 1942, Charles Tripp, then a lieutenant, was given command of Southern Independent Commando which was 

at first known as Eighth Brigade Commando. Charles and his second in command, David Williams, accompanied senior officers, who went out to the villages on the southern coast and, with the assistance of the District Officer, Mr R. H. Lester, and the native chiefs, recruited two hundred Fijians. The natives were to train on a territorial basis of one week in each month, for which they were to be paid one pound. They were also to receive two khaki shirts and two pairs of khaki shorts.

        
The recruiting had to be carried out with the utmost diplomacy and regard for native custom. Over many bowls of kava, the officers were presented with "tambua" (a whale's tooth which is a token of esteem). Some of the Fijians were loath to leave their easy life on a "dalo" patch for even one week at a time, and it was sometimes due to the moral suasion of the mbuli that sufficient numbers were recruited to form platoons: in this regard the Roko Tui, Serua, Ratu Kiniwili-ame Vitukawalu, gave outstanding assistance. The recruits were medically examined by Government Native Medical Practitioners. Only three per cent, failed to pass, and the physique of some of the "kai tholos' (hillmen) back in the mountains was amazing.

        
Nine villages were selected as training centres and arrangements were made for a sergeant, corporal and medical orderly to live in a bure at each of these centres. A wooden house at Navua was rented from the Fiji Pastoral Company and used as Commando Headquarters.

        
After the recruiting drive, Charles Tripp returned to Suva and assembled his administrative staff, which consisted of the second in command, a sergeant-major, quartermaster, and clerk. This Headquarter's staff worked day and night for the next two weeks organising the details for operating and supplying the unit, which was to 'be spread over eighty miles of rugged jungle country. The compilation of records was made difficult by the fact that the the Fijians signed their attestation forms with one name; their medical examination forms with another; and some even made a third change on the form giving their personal particulars. Most of the natives had learned to write their names at a mission school, 

but they had never had occasion to concern themselves with documents before. Although there is a birth registration system developing in Fiji, the natives also call themselves by any additional name to which they take a fancy. Most names are of biblical origin, such as Josefa, Aisaia and Isiraeli, and some are jaw-breakers, such as Venasio Tokatokavan.ua and Makario Thakaunatambua. Very few Fijians knew their own age exactly, and some guesses must have been ten years clear of the mark.

        
The quartermaster had a tremendous task in indenting for the equipment and rations that a commando unit was likely to need: the supplies had to be cut down to absolute essentials because of the transportation difficulties. The unit had only one truck so it was decided that a month's supply of rations would be dumped at headquarters Navua and there divided into ten portions. One portion remained at Headquarters and was eventually distributed to each of the platoon headquarters.

        
Paul Holmes was the quartermaster, and it was greatly due to his "bludging" efforts that the commandos eventually got the equipment they required. When Paul indented for the material to make beds, Ordance staff scoffed at the idea, and said that commandos should be tough enough to sleep on the ground. All of which sounded very humorous, but it was not common sense: the commandos were to spend much of their time sleeping out in the rain when away from their headquarters, and it was neither healthy nor pleasant over a long period. The OC always maintained that the best men in the jungle were not those who could rough it so much, as those who could use their brains to make their living conditions comfortable under the worst conditions. It was the duty of each man to look after his health and try to keep himself fit for his arduous task.

        
While the administrative details were being attended to, the OC interviewed and selected the New Zealanders for the unit. A provisional establishment provided for thirty-four members of the 2 N.Z.E.F.—two officers, one warrant-officer, one staff-sergeant, ten sergeants, ten corporals and ten privates (medical orderlies); the latter were volunteers from the 

Seventh Field Ambulance. The Fijians were limited only by the number available—in the Southern sector about two hundred. At this time there were no pamphlets available on the formation of commando units, so it was a case of "learn by mistakes."

        
The NCOs had a refresher course in mapping, compass work, and explosives before leaving Suva. Each sergeant received five pounds as an imprest account which he could use for hiring punts or native guides. He could also use a limited amount of this money to buy from the natives fresh fruit and vegetables to supplement the austere ration of bully-beef and biscuits.

        
In May the New Zealanders transferred to Southern Commando Headquarters at Navua. Before going out to their respective platoon headquarters, the NCOs assisted in sorting out the rations and equipment which were now piled high in the house as the only dry place to store them. It took several days to weigh out each platoon's share of small commodities such as salt, pepper, flour, sugar, candles and medical supplies. A bottle of methylated spirits broke on top of the raisins in transit, so for the first month the commandos' scone-making efforts were not as palatable as they might have been. There were not enough axes, hammers, and saws to go round, and the platoons borrowed these in turn to make tables, chairs, and beds out of the packing cases that had contained the supplies. All these little difficulties were cheerfully overcome, and the New Zealanders enjoyed the novelty of their new and slightly adventurous life.

        
The sergeant, corporal, and medical orderly, had to be carefully grouped temperamentally, for they were to live like one family whilst in the villages. Several months' later they were given the opportunity to change to other platoons if they could not agree, but not one man wanted to shift.

        
The coastal platoons were established within a week at Kalokolevu, Mau, Ndeumba, Ngaloa, Serua, and Komave. These platoon headquarters were fairly accessible from the road. The Nuku, Namuamua, and Namosi platoons, which were set up later, were one day's travelling distance inland from the road.

        
Commando Headquarters was on the banks of the Navua 

River and thirty miles from Suva. The headquarters staff comprised the officer commanding the unit, his second-in-command, a sergeant-major, quartermaster-sergeant, clerk, store-man, two Fijian interpreters, and a Fijian cook.

        
Charles Tripp, the officer commanding the unit, was a tall, raw-boned man in his late thirties, of the pioneering type. He was affectionately known as the "Boss" because of his dominating personality and steadfast character. A successful farmer in civil life, he used practical, common-sense ideas in the development of the commandos. He had a theory that if he placed absolute confidence in the men under his command, the men would do their utmost to live up to the reputation that he gave them. Few failed to respond to his leadership, and later chapters will prove the efficacy of his methods.

        
All administrative documents at headquarters were kept in a mobile state so that they could be shifted to a battle headquarters in the hills if the Japanese landed. The quartermaster and clerk each had a portable office consisting of a light packing case, which had compartments built in so that maps and records fitted in compactly. The lid swung down to form a writing desk and could be locked up at night: thus, records were in a permanent state of packing and could be carried off at a moment's notice. These cases proved invaluable later in the Solomons where they were often set up on a few logs in the jungle. Even though administration was decentralised as much as possible, and the "paper war" kept to a minimum, it was found impossible to run even such a small and irregular force without considerable records being kept. The quartermaster ran a canteen which supplied the unit with tobacco, shaving gear, and other necessities, and on occasions beer. The beer was not sent out to the villages, and the only time the NCOs could indulge was when they visited headquarters once a month.

        
The unit was fortunate in obtaining Bale and Jope the two Fijian interpreters. These two men had had almost two years military experience in the First Battalion of the Fiji Defence Force in Suva, and their perfect diplomacy contributed a great deal towards cementing friendly relationships between the New Zealanders and the Fijians in the early 

stages, when the New Zealanders could not speak the language.

        
The nearest platoon to Headquarters was Ndeumba, which was also on the Navua Delta about two miles nearer the coast. But for all its proximity to Headquarters, this platoon was very isolated because the two miles were mostly knee-deep in mud. It was always suspected that the sergeant deliberately chose this inaccessible site for his platoon headquarters to escape supervision—but he overlooked the long legs of the "Boss." At first Ndeumba Platoon was run by Sergeant Gerry Grace who had been doing administrative work of a sedentary nature just prior to joining the commandos. He nearly killed himself trying to get as fit as the other NCOs, and he finished up in hospital after some self-inflicted manoeuvres in a mangrove swamp.

        
Eight miles to the east of Headquarters was Mau Platoon with Sergeant Norman MacKenzie in charge, and further east still was Kalokolevu with Sergeant Ken Dane in command. Kalokolevu Platoon was the nearest to Suva, being only twelve miles from this small centre of civilisation. ken was cautious in giving the Fijians any latitude, until he got to know them, and the villagers began to discipline their children by saying; "Look, see Sergeant!" and the children howled "blue-murder;" but after a few weeks acquaintanceship they were not in the least seared.

        
Ten miles to the west of Commando Headquarters, Ngaloa Platoon was established on a palm-fringed beach. The platoon headquarters had a comfortable, large wooden building which had previously housed a Chinese bakery. Sergeant Ralph Griffen, a European born in Fiji and attached to the unit for several months, ran this platoon with Jim Bright who later took it over. Ralph could speak the Fijian language, and he and Jim were always full oi' original ideas for training. Ralph had a little launch which he used for practising amphibious operations.

        
Serua Platoon was about ten miles farther west, and it was probably the most pleasant spot in the unit's area. Serua is a little island a quarter of a mile off the mainland—sufficient distance to escape the jungle mosquitoes. It is about two 

hundred yards long and set in a lagoon. There is a fifty foot hill at each end of the island and the village is on the flat in between. On the top of one of the hills a large wooden house had been built for the late Roko Tui, Ratu Aseri Latianara, who died about 1938; his successor granted the commandos the use of this dwelling for platoon headquarters. Roy Taylor was sergeant at Serua, and he was called "Pop" because he was the oldest man in the unit—his age was a military secret. He had served in Prance during the "curtain-raiser" to World War II, yet he was, like the Boss, a very fit man for his age.

        
Komave was the most remote of the coastal platoons, being sixty miles from Suva and thirty miles from Commando Headquarters. The road was so sinuous and steep that it took the OC a day to drive to Komave, inspect the platoon, and return to Navua. Sergeant Sid Heckler became a veritable ruler at Komave where he had a Fijian chief cooking for him. Sid was a powerfully built man, and he could handle a rifle with one hand almost as easily as the average man handles a pistol. He was always matching his strength against the elements, and after roaming over Viti Levu he borrowed anything that would float to get across the sea to explore other islands in the Fiji Group.

        
When the Namuamua and Namosi platoons were established in June, a punt, which had belonged to a former Japanese resident, was bought, from the Custodian of Alien Properties at Suva, to transport equipment and stores up the Navua River. The Fijians have attained great skill in poling punts over the rapids, as the river gives the quickest access to the interior of the island from the southern coast. For the first few months Sergeant Dan Sturmer was in charge of Namuamua Platoon. Dan had some great ideas for reforming the Fijians and improving the sanitary conditions of the village, and he got his platoon in their spare time to clear a piece of ground for a football field. The Fijians could not adjust themeslves to all of Dan's ideas at once, so many of his projects were not put into operation, and Dan was transferred to another unit before he saw the fruits of his labours. Russ Drummond took over from Dan and he pushed the football field to completion months later. The field was called 

Sturmer Park in memory of Dan, and Keith Hood, the medical orderly, taught the Fijians to play rugby. The Fijians got the greatest thrill of their lives out of the sport, and they came from miles around to watch any games that Keith organised.

        
Dan Sturmer was noted for his resolute character. He had been a keen tramper in his college days, and he used his mountaineering knowledge to practical advantage. Shortly before the commando units formed, Dan was out with a reconnaissance party which got lost on the Wainikova, a tributary of the Navua River. It was impossible to follow the treacherous stream in this steep jungle country—the officer, Lieutenant Blyth, tried and was drowned. The party daily grew weak from hunger and the exhaustion of climbing through the matted jungle: they reached the summit of each ridge only to find a further succession of ridges confronting them. Dan was the fittest in the party and he set out on his own to find the way out. After many hours hard going he struck the Navua River a mile below Namuamua Village. Here he met natives to whom he explained the whole situation—no easy task considering the language difficulty — and the Fijians formed a search party headed by Iowane Naqamu. In the next few days the Fijian search parties, organised by the Roko Tui Serua, located the reconnaissance party and Lieutenant Blyth's body.

        
In having the courage of his convictions and breaking away from the lost party, Dan broke one of the cardinal laws of the army, but at the subsequent inquiry he was completely absolved, and it is to his credit that the rest of the party was saved.

        
Namosi is another day's journey, over a mud track, from Namuamua, and the village is wedged in between two mountains. One of these mountains, Mount Voma, rises at a precipitous angle above the village to a height of 3,000 feet. The Fijians carried supplies on their backs from Namuamua to Namosi, and showed amazing strength in carrying heavy boxes of ammunition through twelve miles of mud, often knee deep, Sergeant Frank Williams (no relation to David) was platoon commander at Namosi. Because of his placid nature 

Frank was less likely to go crazy in this always-raining isolated spot.

        
The majority of native "kai tholos" (hillmen) rarely visit the coast. Marketing of produce is carried out by the same Fijians each week; by men who bring fruit and vegetables down the rivers to the coast and take back salt, tobacco, and the like, on their return. The Fijians in the remote villages were therefore awed by the presence of the white men. Tui Namosi, the paramount chief of the Namosi province, who was educated in New Zealand, gave the three New Zealanders at his village an excellent welcome. He lent his dead father's huge bure to the commandos for a platoon headquarters. But this palatial hut had its disadvantages, for, being a dead chief's dwelling, it was sacred to the Fijians who entered on their knees, stayed only as long as strictly necessary, then made a hasty retreat. It was unfortunate that the ample floor space could not be used for instructional purposes in wet weather.

        
After setting up camp in these eight villages, each of the sergeants had to find a Fijian who could speak English, to act as intrepreter until the New Zealanders learned the language. Another Fijian was employed as cook; thus making a permanent platoon headquarters of five at each training centre. The Fijians' knowledge of cooking was generally limited to dalo and tapioca, but they rapidly acquired a taste for bully-beef which they called "bulumakau," and their experiments with a tin-opener eventually brought results. One morning the cook at Namosi, Kasiano, slept in. To speed up the breakfast he put a tin of bully-beef straight into the fire to heat it in a few minutes. The tin exploded and blew a pot and kettle off the fire, and it has not yet been decided whether it blew Kasiano out of the hut or whether he dived through the door of his own volition. Most of the Fijian interpreters had been school teachers, and their intelligence was above average, although their "little learning" proved dangerous at times when they wanted to emulate the white man and run the platoon according to their own desires.

        
A French missionary Rev. F. Quinard, S.M., who had taught the Fijians for forty years at Namosi, was of great assistance in helping the NOOs stationed there to understand 

the native mind. This was an exceptionally ironical situation for the commandos were about to revive in the Fijians the warlike spirit which missionaries had spent decades to eradicate—no wonder the Fijians were a little confused at times! To get co-operation from the natives it was necessary to be very friendly, scrupulously fair, and prove by demonstration the necessity for discipline. The Fijians do not understand sarcasm coming from a white man, and though they dearly love to joke, the jokes must be obvious, or they misunderstand and become offended.
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Chapter IV


Early Training Periods

        

To assemble the Fijians for their week's training each month, orders had to be carried by "bush telegraph" to the surrounding villages. The Fijians still use the wooden drum system, of communication to call people to church on Sundays. The drums are called "lalis" and are made by hollowing out the trunks of Tavola (
Terminalia sp.) trees.

        
The first week's training provided many troubles for the sergeants. The Fijians have very little organising ability, and when thirty of them congregated in one village for a week the strain on that community's food resources created bad feeling. The villagers blamed the army for this state of affairs, and shrewdly hoped that the NCOs would pacify their deputations with an issue of bully-beef. The sergeants were not easily duped by these naive people, and they organised a system for the Fijians to carry out during the following training period. It took several months to educate the Fijians into running their own rationing system. When they assembled each month they certainly brought their week's supply of food; but they would have a big "mangiti" (feast) with it and then complain of being short of food by midweek.

        
The chief item on the first week's syllabus was close order drill, and the Fijian soldiers learned the English words of command as they went through the actions. They did not learn the literal meanings of the words like "eyes right," or "attention;" but by the end of the week they knew what to do when they heard the commands uttered—especially when the sergeant's tone of voice left little room for doubt.

        
The only flat piece of ground on which to drill the men was the village green, where every man, woman, and dog 

turned out to watch and giggle at the soldiers marching. This did not make things any easier for the NC'Os, and the natives' childishness exasperated them at times. The first day's work was taken up in teaching the Fijians to form three straight lines, something they had never done before, and it was generally necessary to hold one man still while someone else placed the next man in position.

        
The Fijians were disappointed that their uniforms were not available for the first training period, and that they had to use bamboo sticks instead of rifles in their arms drill. The NCOs lent their rifles to the Fijians who took turns in cleaning and oiling them and thus learning the parts. By the time half a dozen of them had worked on a rifle it would pass the inspection of the most fastidious R.S.M. The Fijians wanted to play at soldiering, and they resented having to build themselves bures to live in during the training week. Nevertheless, they were quick to learn anything that captured their interest: for instance, they could lob a grenade accurately to a distance of forty or fifty yards (the average New Zealander throws accurately thirty odd yards). There was certainly no need to teach them stalking or bush-craft; in fact the New Zealanders learned a lot about bush-craft by watching the Fijians.

        
Although the New Zealanders had been in Fiji for many months before the commando units were formed, they had little knowledge of the native people. The infantry battalions were mostly confined to the Suva Peninsula, and the troops were rarely permitted to travel outside the defence area unless on duty. It was also a standing order that New Zealand soldiers must not fraternise with the Fijians in Suva. The commando NCOs, therefore, set out to train the Fijians with little or no knowledge of the native temperament.

        
The New Zealanders had to use orthodox training methods at first; then, as they learned the Fijian language and the Fijian point of view, they altered their methods of instruction to suit the conditions. The OC studied the history of the Fijians, and learned that the Fijians, in their warlike days, excelled in the art of ambush: he also learned that the Fijians were not so brave and bold when they got out of their natural environment, the jungle. Therefore the New Zealanders, 
real-

ising the Fijians' limitations, concentrated on developing their natural ability, with the object of using them mainly as scouts. A small amount of parade-ground drill was necessary to make the Fijians realise that they were working together as a team.

        
It was difficult to prevent the Fijians talking after "lights-out." The maramas (women) would endeavour to have clandestine meetings with the visitors to the village— to them the Fijians were soldiers already and greatly to be admired. The Fijians wanted to hold taralalas (dances) every night and drink kava too. The native taralalas are held in bures where the guests squat round the walls Until the music starts up; then the maramas approach the men of their choice, hiss and point at them, or touch them on the knee with an embarrassing giggle. The men get up, put their arms around the girls' waists, and the couples stamp barefooted round the centre of the hut to the rhythm of the music. The music is supplied by half a dozen natives singing, or rather chanting, while someone taps the rhythm on a piece of bamboo. In singing, the Fijians have a good sense of harmony, though they have little range in the higher registers. To increase their range they strain their voices and have not the smooth tone of the Polynesians. The Fijians have little variety in their dances and music, yet the monotonous process continues for hours and hours. The natives can become almost hypnotised by the incessant rhythm, and taralalas have been known to carry on for several days. There are frequent short breaks in the dancing for kava drinking. The New Zealanders enjoyed these dances at first, but when the novelty had worn off they tried to introduce a variety of dancing steps. When the New Zealanders were invited to the taralalas the maramas would not dance with their Fijian boy friends until all the white men were dancing: this was not always a natural preference—it was just part of the Fijian code of etiquette.

        
During the first training week the medical orderlies spent much time in educating the Fijians in the care of their health. They were taught to report to the medical orderly every morning if they were too sick to go on parade. However, like European soldiers, the Fijians soon learned to make this army system into a "racket" for avoiding unpleasant duties: 

they became sore-conscious in no time. The natives' desire for sympathy, over the most superficial injury, then had to be curbed by the application of liberal coatings of strong iodine. The medical orderlies provided much entertainment when they matched their cunning with a sick parade of malingering natives.

        
Another "racket" of the Fijians was to play on "native custom." If they did not feel like gathering material to build their bure, they would use some obscure native custom to argue against it. But the New Zealanders soon discovered ways of testing their religious principles.

        
Their desires had to be restrained slowly until the Fijians realised that they were not in the army for fun, and eventually no native custom was allowed to interfere with the training. One or two NCOs made the mistake of weaning the natives from their easy-going, playful habits too abruptly, with the result that a whole village would rise up and send a deputation to the commanding officer at Navua. The OC would explain to these people, through an interpreter, that they were committing a breach of army regulations by coming directly to Headquarters and without justifiable complaints. The Fijian interpreter, however, having regard for the feelings of his blood brothers, would always translate the OC's admonitions euphemistically, so it took the Fijians a long time to understand correct army procedure and discipline—but when they did they became masters of the subtleties of "lip service."

        
The New Zealanders became the mentors of the Fijians who expected the white men to solve even their personal difficulties. One Fijian appealed to the army to defend him against the terrible clutches of matrimony. This Fijian had made himself comparatively wealthy by organising a garden of his own, marketing his produce at profitable periods, and running a punt service for Fijians who otherwise relied on bamboo rafts. He was the most eligible bachelor at Namua-mua and he wanted to stay that way. But he flirted with a marama from another village at a taralala one night, and the next day she established herself in his bure and refused to move until he married her. He wanted Dan Sturmer to evict the girl, but Dan maintained that he had no jurisdiction in an alleged breach, of promise suit. All the villagers were 

greatly upset about the affair and they wanted the OC to adjudicate. The Fijian in question was an outstanding man and one of the leading figures in the platoon, consequently this social problem upset the training. After several days the Fijians were convinced that the army could not interfere and the matter was finally settled by the convenient native custom of "soro," in which copious draughts of kava can. exculpate the worst misdemeanours. The Fijian remained single, but he had to stay in another village for several weeks until the scandal blew over.

        
In spite of the Fijians' emotional tendencies, it was obvious from the start that some use could be made of their knowledge of the jungle, their acute hearing, and their amazing eyesight. A few of them demonstrated their potentialities when they assisted the New Zealand NCOs in a brigade manoeuvre held at this time. The manoeuvre took the form of a mock invasion, one battalion landing at Naitonitoni, near Navua. This battalion was to work towards Suva where it would be repulsed by another battalion. The commandos were given a small harassing role, which they carried out so effectively, that the invading battalion was unable to get within range of the Suva defences before the manoeuvre was cancelled. During the night that the invading battalion spent at Navua, three NCOs from Commando Headquarters crossed the river and crept through the guards into the battalion's camp; it was a dirty wet night and the commandos had blacked their faces with shoe polish. Taking advantage of the noise of the storm, the New Zealanders disabled vehicles by slowly letting down tyres and dismantling distributers, while the drivers were actually sleeping in the trucks. The commandos then crept out of the camp, swam the river, and returned to Headquarters.

        
The battalion was not aware of anything untoward until it tried to move off next morning. It then set out on foot, but it had to keep to the road because of the impossibility of keeping formation as a battalion and making reasonable headway in the bush. This made it an open prey for the commandos, the thickness of the vegetation skirting the road made it easy for the commandos to conceal themselves a few yards from a marching column. The battalion had not 
pro-

gressed far when the Mau Platoon disorganised it with roadblocks and dummy hand grenades: one Fijian forced a motorcyclist to dismount with a well aimed lump of mud. In addition to the harassment by the commandos, the battalion had to contend with flooded rivers and the manoeuvre was finally called off. Afterwards the Brigadier was pleased to point out the effectiveness of even a small force of commandos who knew their area well enough to move at night.

        
The New Zealanders were very enthusiastic about the possibilities of the commando units. Each sergeant made an "appreciation" of his platoon area, and no one was prepared to accept that the reefs or the mangrove swamps were completely effective natural barriers to a determined invading force. They tested out the swamps by travelling through them themselves, and found that although it was a disagreeable business, it was possible to get through any swamp by using the breathing roots of the mangroves as stepping stones. The NCOs read anything on Japanese tactics that they could obtain: reports on the endurance of the Japanese in Malaya stated that the enemy had waded through the waist-deep mud of the rice fields, and he had marched thirty miles in a day over rough country. The New Zealand commandos found that, with determination, they to could do these things—and more. Knife throwing was practised very keenly, and on one occasion an NCO accidently received half an inch of cold steel in his ribs. Nevertheless, it was proved that the successful use of the knive was not limited to orientals.

        
The OC formulated a flexible system for the commandos to work to in the case of an invasion. This system was based on the fact that the whole coast line was vulnerable to a greater or lesser degree at different points, and plans were laid so that no matter where the enemy landed the commandos would be harassing him within a few hours. As knowledge of the area increased in the succeeding months, the inter-communication of the platoons was reduced from a few days to a few hours.
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Chapter V


School of Experience

        

Among the adventures experienced by the New Zealand-ers in their new life, the most exciting was shooting the rapids in a canoe or on a raft. The Fiji rivers contained many large whirl-pools, and drowning accidents were common enough to make the commandos realise the risks that they were taking.

        
Rafts were made of bamboo poles strung together with reeds or vines: three layers of bamboo made the raft about nine inches thick, and the completed raft was about four feet wide. These rafts, called "mbilimbili," were about twenty feet long and so unwieldly that it required a great deal of skill to control them at the bends of the rivers. They were made in the upper reaches and were used only for travelling downstream. To control them, a man stood at each end and warded them off the rocks with long poles. The timing of the man in front had to be particularly accurate when he guided the raft through the best avenue in the rapids, or round a bend, for the raft floated with the current and even though it travelled at breath-taking speed it had no steerage way. If the man in front pushed too hard the back of the raft would swing round the opposite way, the current would catch it broadside on, and in no time it would wrap itself round a boulder and smash to pieces. The occupants would then have little chance of surviving a pummelling in the rapids.

        
Whirlpools are also hazardous. These are caused by extremely large boulders projecting from an inside bend; water flows under them as well as round them; the result is a permanent vortex with upward and downward currents. As a raft approaches one of these vortices the front end is drawn down several feet below the surface; then, as it passes through, 

the front rises and the rear gets drawn down. Fortunately the whirlpools are close to the bank, and the two polers can, if they synchronise their pressure exactly, push against the side of the river to keep the raft on a straight course. If the raft is allowed to spin round the polers may never regain control.

        
This means of travel was by no means smooth, and the thrill lay in the number of times the commandos avoided being tipped out. The Fijians, of course, are so skilled that they can usually guide a raft past a whirlpool without being drawn into it.

        
As the men on the raft moved about to maintain their balance, the bamboo would become cracked and waterlogged. By the time the mouth of the river was reached the buoyancy of the raft might be so poor that only the outer edges would break the surface, and the men in the middle would be floating up to their knees in water.

        
The New Zealanders quickly adapted themselves to handling the most precarious river craft including dug-outs and punts which required considerable practice to master. They extended their emulation of the native by scaling the limbless trunks of coconut trees—not so difficult when the leg muscles adjust themselves to the unusual alignment. They also learned to spear fish. This sport was not nearly as difficult as it looked, in fact it was difficult to miss when aiming at thick shoals which cruised about the warm shallow water covering the reefs at high tide. The real skill was demonstrated by a few Fijians, specialists at the game, who dived down into the large pot-holes in the coral and speared fish under water. Here they got the larger fish, in spite of the pressure of water restricting arm movement. The New Zealanders dived into these holes and, with goggles on, everything was crystal clear. They saw all the coloured fish common to aquariums, but they could not stay under long enough to do much damage with a spear. Some of the Pijians were outstanding in their ability to stay under water for several minutes. Members of the Ngaloa Platooon tried to overcome their short-windedness by making an old gas mask into a diving helmet: the air tube was held at the surface by a float. The experiment was very 

popular until someone poured water down the tube for fun— no one would risk using it after that.

        
Many pleasant hours were spent on the reef where the marine life of all descriptions was a delight to the biologically minded; but the favourite method of catching fish was to use a small piece of gelignite. The use of explosives had to be demonstrated to the Fijians, and sometimes, when the food problem became acute, the NCOs found it convenient to demonstrate its use in water. The Fijians delighted in diving in to scoop up the stunned fish on such occasions, and sometimes they got. so excited that they had to be restrained from diving into the water before the charge went off.

        
Some of the New Zealanders acquired a working knowledge of the language, and got to know the Fijians so well, that they were initiated into all the Fijian customs: they learned the native superstitions and some of the Fijians' innermost secrets. The rules of native custom are almost inviolable, and sometimes it was difficult for the New Zealand-ers to restrain their laughter at the ceremonies. The members of Ndeumba Platoon had to stand with solemn faces while the Fijians sang a hymn to celebrate the completion of a new latrine. The NCOs at Kalokolevu fell foul of the villagers because they ate a certain kind of prawn that was taboo. However, the Fijians have all the necessary ritual or penalties to nullify broken customs, and the strained relationships were easily overcome by the Mew Zealanders drinking several mbilos of kava with the chief.

        
An old Fijian at Namuamua frequently regaled the New Zealanders with stories of his early cannibalistic days, and he bemoaned the fact that human flesh was now barred from his diet. He was quite convinced that he could work harder in, the good old days—it did not occur to him that he had been eighty years younger then.

        
The Fijians have a high regard for the missionaries, and they are outwardly devout Christians: but they still cling to much of their ancient philosophy and superstitions. The inexplicable is always the work of spirits referred to collectively as tevoro—an adaption of the English word devil. Some of the hill tribes have little faith in the Suva public hospital which they call "A Vale ni mate," the house of death. If 

they become ill they will do all in their power to prevent going to hospital: the result is that the authorities get some of them there when it is too late for treatment to be successful. When a Fijian dies his tribe carries him away from the hospital immediately. The tribe is so anxious to claim the body that they'll wait for hours near the sick man: hovering over him until they can carry him off. They like to bury their dead in their own village graveyards. One night the Commando Headquarters staff at Navua was woken up by a dozen Fijians who wanted the unit's truck to go to Suva to collect a body of tremendous inportance. On reaching the hospital they found that the Fijian was not yet dead and they had to wait another two hours. But the truly fantastic feature of this episode was that, even then, another tribe came and snatched the body from under their very noses.

        
The hardihood of the Fijians was demonstrated once at Kalokolevu when a woman was stung on the foot by a stingray. Several stalwarts held her down on a mat while another Fijian made two great gashes in the foot with a razor blade. The poison was let out with the profuse flow of blood and the woman was running about next day.

        
The New Zealanders had difficulty in persuading the Fijians to accept paper money. There was such a shortage of coins in Fiji that the Government had been forced to print all denominations — even pennies. These paper pennies were about the size of a tram ticket and soon became unrecognisable with handling.

        
One of the Fijians in the Komave Platoon would not accept payment for his services. He reasoned that if the New Zealanders could travel over a thousand miles to protect his country, surely it was up to him to contribute his services free. Every month he was called up for his pay, but each time he refused to accept it.

        
The generalisation that human nature is the same the world over is supported by the Fijians who differ in degree rather than in kind. The Fijians, especially the uneducated ones, are less selfish than Europeans; they have not the ambition of the white men, they are happier towards life, and they do not suffer with any inhibitions. The Fijian social system is so organised that no one, living in accordance with 

native custom, becomes destitute or knows hunger. The New Zealanders had the greatest difficulty in giving the Fijians an incentive to do things. Fijians think there is nothing in life so terribly important that it is worth unremitting toil. Nevertheless, they like the products of civilisation, such as wireless music, watches, and gaily coloured clothing, when their acquisition entails little effort.

        
Life is not a struggle in this land of plenty, providing one is content with the simple existence, and the Fijians' easygoing social system has many features that the so-called civilised world has lost. After observing the Fijians, the New Zealanders realised just how much freedom civilisation had sacrificed to gain the amenities of a modern home. But they also realised that their minds had become too active ever to return to the simple life of their forefathers and still be contented. In comparing systems some thought it a pity that life could not be organised so that electricity, running water, transportation, and the like, could be enjoyed without people having to become automatons and slaves to the clock.
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Chapter VI


Exploring Viti Levu

        

Between the Fijians' training periods, the New Zealand-ers spent their time exploring the tracks in their areas, and accustomed themselves to the bush by bivouacking anywhere they happened to be at night-fall. The OC encouraged the competitive spirit, and the NCOs increased their endurance by undertaking longer and longer journeys. Few white men had penetrated the interior of Viti Levu apart from missionaries, district officers, and the surveyors who had made a trigonometrical survey of the Island to define tribal land boundaries.

        
In seeking fresh fields the Southern commandos penetrated to all parts of the opposite coast, and expanded their knowledge of what the other commando units were doing. Later the Eastern Commando paid return visits. The New Zealanders would study the existing map, plot a course to their objective which might be a prominent landmark or a native village, making each day's journey fifteen to twenty miles. They would always endeavour to return to their platoon headquarters by a different route, for there was something unsatisfying in covering the same ground twice. If the commandos kept to a native path they would pass one or two villages in a day's travel; but if they got off the beaten track they would cover jungle areas that probably never had even a Fijian's foot upon them before. The Fijians are not explorers, and individuals are rarely found living apart from a village.

        
There is a common belief that an abundance of fruit grows wild in the tropics—this is not entirely correct. The only food obtainable is that planted by the villagers, and when coconuts and bananas are found growing in isolated places, 

it is because those places have been the sites of villages in the past. Coconut seed weighs several pounds and does not blow about like thistle-down. The commandos could not live off the land without encroaching on the gardens belonging to the Fijians, they therefore carried tinned bully-beef and biscuits on their backs when they went out on reconnaissance. As they always carried four days' rations, in case of accidents which might prolong their journeys, the packs weighed between thirty and forty pounds.

        
The reconnaissance trips were fraught with various dangers. Once when David Williams and Atu, the cook, were in the middle of the island, and a day's journey from the nearest village, David sprained his ankle. Strong as Atu was he could not carry this fourteen stone New Zealander over the 2,000 feet they had to climb to get to the nearest track, and David had a very painful experience in the next few days, limping out. Many New Zealanders had narrow escapes from drowning in the flooded rivers, and several owe their lives to the skill of the Fijians in rescuing them from the rapids. In the early stages of the formation of the commando units it was a rule that no reconnaissance party went out without a Fijian guide.

        
The tracks in Fiji range from well-defined mud tracks a yard wide, to ill-defined breaks in the jungle which are little easier to get through than the jungle proper. The latter are quite obscure to the beginner, and in the early days of the commandos it appeared to the New Zealanders that the Fijian guides led them aimlessly through the undergrowth. The Fijians could not explain how they knew that a track existed under all the foliage—they just knew which way to go without thinking. This did not satisfy the New Zealanders; they were too matter-of-fact to believe that the Fijians possessed a sixth sense and they continued to observe the Fijians at work. Thus, within three months the New Zealanders developed a jungle sense almost equal to the Fijians. The secret of the whole process lay in minute observation, and familiarity with the way jungle grows if it has never been pruned. The undergrowth may look the same all round you, but if you look up at the sky you will see a gap in the larger tree tops. This gap in the larger trees has come about through the Fijians 

constantly lopping off the larger saplings before they have had time to grow into trees. There are other factors too, such as the observation of knife cuts in the saplings, but if the track has not been used for several months these knife cuts are completely covered with new vegetation. The New Zealanders also found that the undergrowth was less thick on the ridge tops, and when they learned the run of the country they frequently travelled on the ridge systems. Another method of covering the ground was to scramble over the boulders of the smaller streams, but these wound so. much that they would take one three times the map distance.

        
If you want any information from a Fijian guide it is no use asking leading questions, because the native will always give you the answer you are hoping to be correct. The Fiji-ans are strictly honest as regards touching a white man's property, but they show not the least compunction in making untruthful statements just to be agreeable and flatter the European. The Fijians' conception of time and distance is very vague, and it changes to suit particular circumstances. If he is guiding you to a village which he is keen to visit himself, he will urge you on to the destination by repeating on the summit of each hill that it is just over the next hill. On the other hand, if he gets tired at one village, and you want to push on to the next, he will put all sorts of obstacles in the way, and it is invariably, "Plenty hills ka levu na wai," (meaning big rivers): he switches from English to his own language when he gets excited.

        
In spite of the Fijians' skill and powerful physique the New Zealanders in a few months learned to cover the ground faster. The Fijians in their bare feet had the advantage in the first few miles, but the New Zealanders could wear them down after one day's travelling. This was mainly because of mental attitude; physically, the Fijian was generally superior to the New Zealander. One NCO covered a ninety-five mile track over rough country in four days, but the four Fijians who accompanied him were too exhausted on the third day to continue, and they stayed at a village en route. The New Zealanders became exhausted on these long trips too, but their determination to accomplish whatever they set out to-do, carried them on. It took many months to impress on the 
Fiji-

ans that the army had to keep to a time schedule, and that they had to be trained to co-ordinate the movements of then-one little platoon, with the movements of perhaps hundreds of other troops. They could not understand why the New Zealanders rushed around in such a hot climate just to keep fit. The New Zealanders found if they did not keep going they would soon lose their energy: if they rested for a week after a bout of dysentery it required a tremendous effort to regain physical fitness.

        
The New Zealanders learned to build fires with wet wood, and to make lean-to shelters quickly with a few sticks and the broad leaves common to tropical vegetation. They carried small mosquito nets that would cover the face and hands when suspended from a tree. They also learned from bitter experience not to bivouac close to the "bank of a stream. Streams can rise suddenly, and a wall of water several feet high often surges down after heavy rain. This is caused by leaves and sticks wedging themselves in the boulders of the streams and forming a temporary dam. Eventually the water pressure becomes too great behind the dam and it suddenly bursts.

        
The New Zealanders carried spare sets of clothing which they kept as dry as possible by wrapping them in waterproof sheets. When they camped for the night they changed into the dry clothes which they slept in and then changed back into the wet ones in the morning. Once on the move they did not notice the discomfort of the wet clothes, and no one ever caught cold through this practice. If, as often happened, they had to sleep in wet clothes, the New Zealanders would shiver in spite of the tropical climate: in fact it was better to sleep naked than wear wet clothes at night. However, it was necessary to use some covering or the bites of insects and crawling bugs would prevent sleep. Fiji is teaming with insect life, yet relatively few birds exist. The lack of bird life is said to be due to the mongoose which devours birds' eggs. Toads are so thick in some places that one treads on them with nearly every step one takes. There are also hornets, ants, and mosquitoes, to mention but a few of the pests. It is a lizard's paradise but a bivouacking soldier's hell; and if anyone wants the answer to the age old question—" Where do 

flies go in the winter time?" any Fijian soldier can tell him. There are no poisonous snakes, but some wild pigs exist, and a few wild cattle as a result of the Fijians' failure to ereet fences around the domestic animals that they have acquired in the past.

        
Reconnaissance work took up the greater part of commando training in the first few months, and the nature of this work is exemplified in an account of a trip across Viti Levu. Four days was the record time for crossing the Island through the geographical centre, and one of the NCOs decided to reduce it to three days. Bill planned his trip so that he started from the northern coast and walked back to the unit's area on the southern coast. He got round to his starting point at Nandarivatu by hitch-hiking on army trucks and American scout cars. Nandarivatu is near Mount Victoria, the highest mountain on the Island, and the village itself is 3,000 feet above sea level. From here Bill started his journey alone as he hoped to pick up Fijian guides on the way. His first objective was Nasonggo Village, twelve miles away.

        
Leaving Nandarivatu in heavy rain at daylight he descended about 1,000 feet on a mountain track into a valley, and then had to climb a thousand feet to get over the next ridge; after this the journey was all downhill on a winding mud track. This part of the journey was quite easy—Bill was fresh after a good night's rest, and while he kept on the move he did not notice the discomfort of his wet clothes. He reached Nasonggo by mid-day, so he pressed on for five more miles to a village called Nanggelewai.

        
By this time he was feeling tired after battling through three flooded streams, and he was pleased when a naked little native boy rushed out and directed him to one of the bures. Bill eased off his heavy pack and was about to change into drier clothing when Fijians of all descriptions crowded into the bure. He could not speak much Fijian at this time, but he indicated that he was cold and hungry and started to unpack some of his bully-beef. The Fijians built a fire in the bure, and he gave them a packet of cigarettes which was immediately shared round the curious group. There were not enough cigarettes to go around, and with their characteristic 

desire to share possessions, the Fijians began breaking each cigarette in half, so Bill gave them another packet.

        
Bill could not explain in Fijian that he wanted the women-folk to leave while he changed his wet clothes; he tried to indicate his embarrassment by taking off his boots, socks and shirt, and stopped ostentatiously at his trousers. However, the women continued to stare at him with wide-eyed innocence, and he shivered beneath their relentless gaze for an hour. Eventually he decided to take the plunge, so he wrapped a sulu around himself and changed his pants underneath it. He learned later that the Fijians used the same method for changing their clothes as the bures are rarely partitioned. It is only the nether garments that concern the Fijians, for the women of the interior do not wear tops to their dresses like those near the coastal road.

        
The natives brought in some cooked dalo for Bill to eat with his bully-beef and they sat round and watched him eat it. After the meal the children ate what was left.

        
Later in the evening a young Fijian, named Elia, who could speak some English, came to the bure and said that the village chief wanted to see Bill. The chief had a huge bowl of kava made up and Bill had a mbilo full, but could drink no more as he was not particularly fond of the stuff. The chief wanted to hold a taralala in Bill's honour and asked him to stay for a week or so. Bill spent about two hours trying to explain, through the interpreter, that he wanted to have some sleep and push on first thing in the morning. The chief said the rivers were too high in flood to continue, and he could not understand why it mattered whether Bill returned to his army headquarters this month or the next. But Bill was determined not to let anything interfere with the record breaking trip; he eventually won the day and went to bed.

        
When he awoke next morning there were some chattering children around him obviously discussing the white man and his army equipment. He got up and ate his breakfast of bully-beef and biscuits, put on his wet clothes, and was about to leave when the womenfolk brought him a huge breakfast of fish, dalo and tapioca. He could not refuse the hospitality of these people so he sat down and ate what he could—the children ate the rest. The interpreter then appeared and 

tried to dissuade him from continuing his journey in the rain. When Elia saw that Bill had made up his mind irrevocably, he was so concerned for the white man's safety that he decided to guide Bill to the next village, Lasu Levu, eight miles away. The track was very poor, and they crossed many small streams on the way, but there were few steep climbs and they reached Lasu Levu about eleven o'clock. Whilst resting and drinking coconut milk at this village the sun shone through the clouds for a few minutes, and Bill persuaded Elia to go on to the next village with him. Lasu Levu would have been a bad village at which to stay anyway, for the natives were covered with ring-worm and various skin diseases, and the flies were as thick as dust in a desert storm.

        
Bill and Elia struggled on until they came to the Waini-mala River, which is part of the largest river in Fiji, the Rewa. At this point the river cut its way through a gorge, and they were now confronted with the choice of climbing up a steep jungle-matted mountain side entailing a long detour around the outside bend of the river, or taking the short cut across the river, walking round the inside bend and then crossing the river again. The river was highly flooded, and was an uninviting, surging, muddy torrent with tremendous boulders combing the current at the rapids. The travellers were feeling very tired, however, and the prospect of climbing a, thousand steep feet, with the knowledge that they would have to come down again to nearly the same level on the other side, persuaded them to take a risk on the fifty yards of water.

        
Bill plunged into three feet of water near the bank and began to wade steadily across with his pack and equipment held above his head, the Fijian followed close behind. Ten yards out from the bank the water was swirling around Bill's shoulders as the river got deeper and he leaned steeply against the current; the weight of his pack helped him to keep his feet from being washed away. He was just deciding that he had better turn back when he stepped into a pot-hole and lost his footing: he had no hope of regaining his footing in this deep water while being swept along at a terrific pace, so he swam as he had never swum before, for the opposite bank. Fortunately he was a strong swimmer, and even with 

the handicap of boots, and still clinging to the strap of his equipment, he made headway across the current which was carrying him swiftly towards the rapids. In spite of five tins of bully-beef his pack remained slightly buoyant because of the air in the clothing it contained, and he pushed this in front of him. He couldn't quite reach the bank before the first boulders of the rapid appeared just above the surface, so with the strength that comes with desperation he flung his pack around one side of a boulder and his body automatically wrapped itself around the other side; he then held himself fast by hanging onto the strap: his body and the pack were held tightly against the rock by the pressure of the current. Bill was nearly winded as he had been under the water most of this time, but he managed to scramble on top of the boulder, and then, with a super-human effort, he jumped to the bank, pack, equipment and all. There he lay exhausted for over ten minutes; shaking like a vibraphone with the nervous reaction. The Fijian, who was carrying nothing and wearing only a sulu, found the crossing a struggle too, and made no attempt to move for some time after reaching the bank.

        
After half an hour's rest Bill got up and surveyed his predicament—he was now on the wrong side of the river up against a precipitous cliff, there being only a narrow ledge of shingle between the cliff and the river. After working his way around the inner bend of the river he discovered that this narrow ledge petered out and the river cut its way over another rapid and hard up against the cliff—there was no way out but to cross the river again, this time two hundred yards above the previous spot.

        
At this point the formation of the river was different, it being narrower and deeper, necessitating a thirty yard swim. But to strip off and swim the river would mean leaving all his food and equipment behind, and Bill could not afford to do this in the centre of Fiji, miles away from any habitation. There was no bamboo growing on the ledge to make a raft. It is no exaggeration to say that Bill hesitated, cogitated, and sat down frustrated. Elia tried to find a way of climbing the cliff face but was unsuccessful, so they had a meal.

        
Bill would have sacrificed a modest fortune to have had a white companion to share his feelings of frustration. As he 

sat contemplating the mounting, turbid waters, the Powers That Be must have answered his prayers for on the opposite bank there appeared three husky Fijians intent on doing nothing in particular. They yelled out a greeting to Bill and his companion, and then disappeared into the bush. Bill's heart sank; he thought the Fijians had not recognised his plight; but they soon reappeared carrying the trunk of a fern tree. This trunk was about ten inches in diameter, and it was of the soft mushy type of vegetation common to the tropics. In a few swift blows with their knives the Fijians cut the trunk into three lengths of about four feet. These they joined together by driving two hardwood sticks, like skewers, through the soft fern trunk; thus forming a small raft about three feet by four feet.

        
The three Fijians then carried the raft upstream about a hundred yards to a spot where a rapid finished. Here they plunged into the deep water, and swimming under-water most of the time, pushed the raft in front of them. By the time they reached Bill's side of the river the current had swept them almost to the start of the rapid below. They dragged the raft out of the water and carried it upstream again, as far as the narrow ledge and cliff face would allow, then Bill placed his equipment upon it. The Fijians wanted Bill to get on the raft too, as they assumed that the white man could not swim very well. However, Bill insisted on swimming because the raft was not very buoyant—it was almost submerged by the weight of the equipment alone—and he knew that it would take the efforts of all of them to push the now heavy raft back to the opposite bank before they were swept over the lower rapid; as it was, they only just made it.

        
When they had all climbed up on the bank and had regained their wind, the Fijians asked, in broken English, how and why the white man had journeyed so far into the heart of Fiji. Bill could not explain very clearly the "why" and "wherefore" of his trip because of the language difficulty— even Elia's English was difficult to understand. Bill opened up his pack and gave the Fijians some silver at which they; looked quite blankly; then as he rummaged in his pack for further gifts they uttered "Backy, backy." He withdrew the last of his wet cigarettes and handed them round. The 
Fiji-

ans were overjoyed, and their smile of gratitude put to shame Bill's efforts at thanking them.

        
It was mid-afternoon by this time and Bill pushed on for ten more weary miles that day, reaching Korovou at dusk. Elia could not keep pace with the New Zealander so he stayed at Lutu, and Bill travelled the last five miles on his own. At Korovou, which is almost in the geographical centre of Viti Levu, he was greeted by the village schoolmaster. This Fijian, whose name was John Selala, could speak English very fluently, and he asked Bill to stay the night at his hut. Bill was amazed at some of the amenities in the schoolmaster's home, which, unlike most Fijian bures, was partitioned into three rooms, each containing furniture produced by some civilised establishment. Bill was treated to a grand meal cooked on European lines by the Fijian's wife. The schoolmaster had a good library of modern books and a spherical map of the world; he had been educated in Suva and he had a most progressive attitude towards life. He kept Bill up far into the night talking on the latest war situation, and then insisted on Bill using his double bed while his wife and he slept on the floor.

        
When Bill saw the village in daylight next day, it was obvious that the schoolmaster had had an influence on its layout. Every thing was neat and tidy; all the bures were in excellent repair, and there was a large soccer field adjacent to the school hut.

        
Over-night rats had eaten the casein buttons off Bill's clothes, a common occurrence in Fiji, and the schoolmaster was most perturbed that such a thing should happen in his house. No words of Bill's could pacify his consternation. It did not worry Bill because he seldom used the buttons on his shirts anyway; but to a Fijian a shirt is something to be highly prized.

        
The third day of Bill's trip was fine, and he set out optimistically with a guide that had been found by the schoolmaster. The guide's name was Eferemo; he was a young man. athletically built and obviously fit. He set a terrific pace that kept Bill breathing heavily. Eferemo wore only a sulu and he carried, of all things, an umbrella—for what purpose, Bill was unable to discover. He had probably been given 

the umbrella by some white man and he cherished its possession. Eferemo offered to carry Bill's pack but Bill was not going to spoil the full glory of his prospective achievement on the home stretch. He had about thirty walking miles to go to reach Namuamua, his destination. He had covered only forty miles in the first two days but the mud and the numerous river crossings had held him up. Now that the weather was fine the ground was rapidly drying and much of the third day's journey included a good track. The morning was taken up with climbing over a steep mountain ridge several thousand feet high but by mid-day they had dropped down into the headwaters of a tributary of the Navua River. This they followed until they arrived at the village of Wainima-kuta. Both men were exhausted with the pace at which they had been travelling and Bill had developed a blister on one foot. The Mbuli gave Bill an excellent meal while he rested and Bill unloaded the last of his bully-beef with a sigh of relief—even if he did not reach Naumuamua by nightfall there were now plenty of villages on the way so he would Hot starve. By two o'clock Bill had recovered sufficiently to continue his journey but Eferemo said that he had had enough for one day.

        
With his lightened pack and a dry track to walk on Bill strode off in grand style: his blister was excruciatingly painful for a few minutes but it suddenly burst and the agony was soon forgotten. He had fifteen miles to go and although he was extremely tired he was determined to make a strong bid for his goal. With long loping strides he passed villages about every half hour. These villages acted as land marks and he could see by his map that he was visibly covering the distance. The Fijians here were familiar with the work of the commandos, and some of them were members of the Namosi and Namuamua platoons. Bill dared not stop to chat, however, for he knew that once he sat down his fatigued muscles would stiffen and it would be too difficult getting going again. The villagers all rushed to greet him and shook hands as he passed by, reminding him of the marathon races that were a craze in New Zealand years ago. The nearer he got to Namuamua the faster his elated spirit drove his legs, and when he finally reached it at six o'clock he strode up to 

the Platoon Headquarters as though he were just starting the trip.

        
Bill was greeted nonchalantly with: "We didn't expect you until to-morrow, but there's probably enough bully-beef in the pan for a feed. Have an exciting trip?" Bill tried to put on an air of deceptive indifference as he casually replied that it had been nothing startling. The Namuamua commandos were not easily bluffed, for they knew the country, and knew that with the rivers in flood Bill must have had difficulties during his journey. But they were not going to pander to Bill's vanity by showing excessive admiration so they changed the subject. Half way through his meal Bill decided that he was not hungry, and, as unostentatiously as possible, he hung up his mosquito net, crawled under it, and slept on the floor of the bure for the next fourteen hours.

        
Besides developing physical fitness and endurance, journeys like this taught the New Zealanders what it was possible and what it was not possible to do in this mountainous, wild, bush country.

        
It is impossible to learn the jungle sense from books, or from others—jungle sense is only gained by plenty of hard personal experience. One has to learn to discriminate—when to follow a stream and when to follow a ridge system—and every situation is slightly different. After a while one learns the "run" of the country, and can tell approximately where a ridge will lead to without being able to see much of it: even if one climbs a tree on the summit of a ridge, vision is limited; if not by bush, by other ridges which twist and turn in many directions. If rivers and ridges carry one too far off one's course it may be necessary to march by compass straight across country. But the experienced bushman knows that this is a slow process and a last resort, because it leads one up and down many hills, and one has to hack one's way through the thick bush of the gullies. It is the succession of climbs that break one's heart on long journeys.
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Chapter VII


Commandos Attached to American Forces

        

On 18th July, 1942, the American Forces took over the defence of Fiji, and the Third New Zealand Division returned to the Dominion. But the American Commander asked for the retention of several New Zealand units, among which. were the commandos, until the United States troops became familiar with the Fiji territory. It was a bitter disappointment to the commandos, for, apart from their longing to see New Zealand once again, they wanted to go wherever their comrades in the Third Division would go after their stay in New Zealand. No one at this time could foresee the, Third Division's going to New Caledonia; otherwise garrison duty in Fiji might have appeared the lesser of the two evils. The greatest loss to the commando units, however, was the support of senior officers of Third Divisional Headquarters and Eighth Brigade Headquarters. These officers, who had been enthusiastic about the commandos from the beginning, had been in a position to make strong claims on equipment for the commando units as soon as the equipment became available in New Zealand.

        
Later the Americans were so impressed by the work of the commando units that they caused them to remain in Fiji indefinitely. The commandos became part of the Fiji Brigade Group which included the local Fiji Military Force under the command of Brigadier J. G. C Wales, M.C. Because they were using British weapons, New Zealand was still responsible for the maintenance of equipment, but the commandos came under the operational control of 37 United States Division.

        
Six Americans were attached to the Southern Commando to learn the art of jungle warfare. These men were selected 

from the most physically fit NCOs the Americans had, and they trained with the commandos for six weeks. After the first group returned to their units the American commanders commented on the transformation of the men, and they continued to send fresh groups out to train with the commandos every six weeks.

        
One of the Americans who worked with the commandos was Lieutenant Johnny Cox. Johnny had an outstanding personality and an infectious Southern drawl. He became very popular through his wit and skill in handling weapons, and the New Zealanders were disappointed when he had to return to his unit. Johnny was one of the best pistol shots in his Division. One day the commando sergeant-major thought he would try Johnny out and he tossed his hat in the air, saying: "Have a shot at that!" From twenty yards Johnny put two holes in the hat before it hit the ground—much to the consternation of the sergeant-major. The New Zealanders in the commandos were all first class shots but they were not up to this standard. It was always regretted that as 
Lieutenant Ben Masefield, New Zealand's best, was in Tonga at this time, a match could not be arranged between these two crack shots.

        
Three of the Americans attached to the Southern Commando went to hospital through trying to keep pace with the New Zealanders before they had had sufficient training. It took a lot of hard training to cover the Lombau track in one day without having to lay up for a week as a result. The Lombau track was considered the acid test of the commandos, as it was not really a track at all; having fallen into disuse by the natives it had become overgrown. It ran for twenty miles from Namosi to the main road, and was only an alternative to the Navua River route to the coast. It included five steep climbs of a thousand to two thousand feet; there were no villages on its path; and once on the southern side of Mt. Voma from Namosi there was no turning back—for nobody felt like climbing this steep mountain, twice in one day. An American captain was ambitious to do the trip after reaching. Namosi via the Navua River. He exhausted himself half way on the first day of the trip, and the commandos got him out to the main road the following day only by administering stimulants.

        


        
The New Zealanders were living mainly on bully-beef and biscuits, and while it was a very sustaining diet, they had a craving for some variety. They frequently exchanged tins of apricot jam for American tins of fruit salad, and a tin of New Zealand honey would procure almost anything the Americans had. One can eat large quantities of fruit in the tropics, and fresh fruit is not always as readily obtainable as might be supposed: mainly because of the poor distributing and marketing system in Fiji.

        
The Fijians were issued with khaki shirts and shorts during their third training period, and they were so pleased with them that they wore them day and night, only taking them off for washing. They were, however, still without rifles.

        
Because they could not obtain suitable equipment for commando work through their own brigade headquarters, the New Zealanders bought some at their own expense. Things such as mountaineering ruck-sacks, sheath-knifes, compasses and watches, were practically indispensible. The best type of clothing was found to be a light cover-all made in one piece. Long trousers were frequently worn to protect the legs from scratches in the undergrowth: the slightest scratch turned septic in this country. Clothing wore out rapidly with excessive perspiration and scrambling over rocky mountains, and a man was permanently employed at Headquarters repairing boots. The commandos bought battle dresses made of drill and dyed them green for camouflage; Brigade Headquarters would not allow the issue clothing to be dyed. Some of the NCOs had their own pistols and 22 repeating rifles which were light and suitable for the short ranges of jungle warfare. The service rifle, though an excellent weapon, was rather too long and heavy and it caught in the jungle vines.

        
At this time the Japanese advance was still progressing and several of the enemy's reconnaissance planes flew over Fiji; enemy submarines were also sighted and the troops in Fiji had many "alerts." Some false alarms were due to the imagination of over zealous coast-watchers. The commandos had look-outs all along the coast, and the Americans put in a direct telephone line from Commando Headquarters at Navua to American Headquarters at Suva. Prior to this time the unit was on a party line and no important information could 

be given over the telephone because of possible fifth-columnists listening in: there were several Indians of doubtful character and sympathy living in the neighbourhood. The Fijians did the coast watching under the supervision of the New Zealanders, and demonstrated their amazing power of vision. Many times they proved that they could see objects miles away with their naked eyes, while the New Zealanders could discern them only with the use of binoculars.

        
The commandos surveyed all the bridges on the road and calculated the amount of explosives required for their demolition in the case of an enemy invasion.

        
Arrangements were made to evacuate the civil population of the township of Navua into the hills. The commandos at Navua made a battle headquarters back in the mountains in a very inaccessible spot which was reached by following up a maze of winding streams. At odd intervals emergency rations, ammunition, and the like, were carried to the hideout by those who knew its whereabouts; they waded up the streams to avoid leaving tracks that could be followed. The platoons also established many hide-outs, and the Fijians were sworn to secrecy—which they rigidly observed. At each of these battle headquarters vegetables and fruit were planted.

        
By August the New Zealanders knew the run of the country so well that they could cover any stretch of trackless jungle without getting lost. With the increased knowledge of bush-craft, inter-communication became rapid. Reconnaissance patrols had covered all existing tracks, main ridges, and water-courses in the southern area. A large-scale map was drawn at Headquarters and topographical features were plotted correctly as the patrols brought in the information. Existing maps were inaccurate and incomplete concerning the details of the interior, and the American forces kept their maps up to date by taking tracings periodically from the commando map.

        
A great deal of trouble was experienced with breakdowns in motor transport which brought supplies from Suva. The road around the Island had been completed a few years before the War, and it had not been built for heavy traffic. American convoys travelling across the island every day soon tore the road up, and the journey from Navua to Suva was 

like riding a bucking horse bare-back. The commandos therefore made their visits to Suva as rare as possible. The unit was issued with a motor-cycle, which proved useful to those who could handle it.
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Chapter VIII


Slight Progress

        

At the beginning of October there was a re-organisation of the three commando units on Viti Levu. The Western Independent Commando became a dismounted unit and eventually moved to the northern part of the Island, where it began training Fijians in the same manner as Eastern and Southern commandos. The New Zealanders were evenly distributed until each of the commando units had fifty-six members of the N.Z.E.F. Two officers, four sergeants, and seventeen privates transferred from the Western Independent Commando to the Southern Independent Commando; bringing the strength of the southern unit to four officers, one warrant officer, one staff sergeant, twelve sergeants, twelve corporals, twenty-six privates, and about two hundred Fijians. The Na-muamua platoon was divided into two and a training centre established at Nuku a few miles farther up the Navua River. Lieutenant R. E. Adair, who had just joined the unit, made his headquarters at Namuamua, and from here he supervised the training of Nuku, Namuamua, and Namosi platoons. 
Lieutenant P. M. Harper made his headquarters at Serua where this large platoon was also divided into two. The OC of the commando was promoted to the rank of captain.

        
The additional New Zealand personnel improved instruct tional conditions considerably as more time could be devoted to backward squads. The former mounted troops found the reconnaissance work on foot difficult at first, and they resented being separated from their companions; but they eventually adapted themselves to the new working conditions which were forced upon them by the changing war situation.

        
The inland platoon headquarters now had double the ration strength, and four Fijians were permanently employed 

in running a boat service up the Navua River, between Commando Headquarters and Namuamua. So much time was taken up with the transportation of supplies to the remote areas that new methods were constantly tried. An out-board motor was fitted onto the unit's punt, but this proved useless in the rapids. The Western Commando had not sold all its horses, and six of them were allotted to the Southern Commando, but these were of only limited use as the tracks were too steep and rough in most places. Wireless receiving sets were obtained for some of the isolated platoons, and a one-way communication system was attempted; but reception was poor in this country and the idea had to be abandoned.

        
Large quantities of cement were made available to the commandos, enabling living conditions to be improved by the concreting of sanitary systems, cook-house floors, and paths to avoid the mud that always existed around dwellings. Cement was even carried to Namosi where a concrete floor was the only means of keeping the stores dry; though it was still necessary to keep a flre going inside the hut to prevent mildew. Accommodation at Commando Headquarters was increased by three wooden huts which would each hold ten men. Navua was the mecca of the commandos, and it was facetiously called "Headquarters Hotel." The platoons would arrive wet, tired, and hungry at the end of several days' travelling, and would make large inroads into the Headquarters Staff's rations. The messing arrangements were complicated by the frequent arrivals of unexpected visitors, and a succession of Indian and Fijian cooks had proved incapable of coping with an influx. When the quartermaster gave Atu, a Fijian cook, more than one job to do at a time, Atu would run round in small circles with his hand on his forehead repeating: "Too much the think, too much the think." However, after much agitation, Brigade Headquarters allowed the unit to have an extra New Zealander on its strength to take charge of the cooking.

        
Platoon sergeants visited Commando Headquarters every month for a conference and to exchange ideas on training. The medical orderlies also visited Navua frequently to attend refresher courses conducted by Captain D. Malcolm, the Brigade doctor. Doctor Malcolm was one of the most popular 

visitors to the unit. He was not a very big man, but he was solid gold, and there was probably no doctor in the N.Z.E.F. who was more conscientious. He went to infinite pains to educate the medical orderlies, so that they would be capable of rendering aid in the most serious accidents that might occur miles away from ordinary habitation. Some of the medical orderlies became experts in their work, and the Fiji-ans, apart from the soldiers, began to rely more on the army "vuniwais" than on their own native medical practitioners. Bob Buchan, the medical orderly at Namosi, once got very worried when it was suggested that he should act as mid-wife to a marama. As the blessed event drew near, Bob went on a long reconnaissance trip to save embarrassment.

        
Doctor Malcolm insisted on inspecting all the platoon headquarters, and he showed amazing stamina on Ms many visits to the interior. On one occasion when rivers were exceptionally high in flood, the doctor had an exciting journey to Namosi on horseback. The party of six had several narrow escapes from drowning: one man had his horse swept from under him and lost it in the rapids, miraculously scrambling ashore himself; another man was nearly throttled with the sling of his rifle when his horse floundered up to its belly in mud. However, the gallant doctor stuck to his mount throughout. It was the experience of this trip that determined the commandos not to use horses again on the Namosi track unless the weather was exceptionally dry.

        
On 14th November the unit received one hundred Springfield rifles; ten were allotted to each platoon immediately. This equipment was a milestone in the training of the Fijians as range practice could now be carried out in an efficient manner and marksmanship increased at a surprising rate. In the initial stages of training the Fijians had the chance of firing only five rounds each training week, and they could not get beyond the stage of being frightened of the weapon: whilst aiming at the target some would sweat for five minutes before they could be induced to squeeze the trigger, with the result that their shots went wild. The natives' nervous tension worried the NCOs, and some of the New Zealanders would have lost faith in the Fijians' ability to become soldiers had they not shown remarkable abilities in other directions.

        


        
The New Zealanders could now make themselves understood in the Fijian language which was not difficult to learn. The Fijians increased their knowledge of English too, and relationships could not have been better. Training was becoming more advanced and the Fijians were especially clever at stalking. Night raids were conducted against American forces camped along the main road. The Americans were often told the time of a raid to within a few hours, yet the commandos could creep past their extra guards and place dummy time-bombs anywhere they pleased; getting out again without being observed—once a Fijian left a chalk cross on the water-bottle worn by the sergeant of the guard. For one raid the platoon commander at Mau blackened his face with shoe polish; some of the Fijians, not realising their existing natural camouflage, did likewise.

        
The sergeant at Ngaloa practised amphibious operations with his little launch. The launch held only half a dozen men, so he towed the rest of his platoon in canoes strung out behind him. In this way he made night raids on Serua Platoon, ten miles along the coast. Although the method appeared crude, the enthusiasm created and the experience gained, was valuable, and the OC encountered the other coastal platoons to use their initiative in a similar way. To get fuel for this little launch, the Ngaloa Platoon swopped bottles of beer with American truck drivers, who, in return, filled the empty bottles with petrol.

        
An American, Mike Podrosky, was attached to the Ko-mave Platoon for a while, and he and Sid Heckler planned an ambush for the American scout car which patrolled the road regularly. The platoon placed obstacles on the road and lay in wait. What happened could not be exactly described by either party afterwards, but the car pulled up and the Americans dived for cover thinking they had encountered Japanese. They contended afterwards that the Komave Platoon was lucky it was not shot up as the ambush had been a terrific surprise. Captain Tripp apologised, on behalf of Mike and Sid, to the American commander next day, thinking that perhaps the commandos had gone too far; but the American commander was overjoyed and stated that it was the best training his men could have to keep them alert.

        


        
The commandos worked in close co-operation with the United States forces, and they guided several American battalions on cross-country marches. During these marches the commandos automatically made observations of such things as broken undergrowth and footprints, which indicated the course taken, and size of some other party in the jungle. Deductions made by the New Zealanders and Fijians amazed the Americans, yet they were elementary to the commandos and merely the result of practice. High ranking American officers recognised the value of the commandos' specialised knowledge and they frequently called on Captain Tripp for advice on jungle conditions. They were also interested in the method of training adopted by the commandos; this method was to foster the desire within the individual, to explore and enjoy life in the jungle.

        
Sporting equipment was obtained, and the Fijians were taught boxing, for which they showed great aptitude. Inter-platoon bouts were arranged and these produced some outstanding talent. Next to Rugby football, boxing became the Fijians' favourite sport.

        
At this time the commandos visited a fire-walking display by some Indians in Suva, but they were not impressed by anything supernatural—it was obvious that the hot coals had something to do with the performers' agility and facial expression.
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Chapter IX


Guerrilla Gazette

        

Weather conditions were becoming less bearable with the sun passing directly overhead and the rainy season setting in. The loneliness of the commando life was producing a few "Fiji happy" individuals; a state of mind in which the afflicted person gave up the struggle against the environment, became lazy, and lost interest in everything. The novelty had worn off with no fresh fields to conquer, and some of the men had to be transferred to units in Suva because they could not stand the mental depression. Combined with the monotony and physical hardships of commando life, there was the mental frustration brought on by the prospect of garrisoning Fiji for the duration, which seemed interminable.

        
The Southern commandos, however, did not reach the depths of despair evidenced by some of the other units in Fiji at this time, and other commanders frequently asked Captain Tripp how he managed to keep the spark of esprit de corps alive in his unit. One of the chief reasons was Charles' own attitude of optimism which he maintained in spite of bitter disappointments—as for instance when long promised equipment for the Fijians failed to arrive. But Charles himself modestly attributed the comparatively high morale of the commandos to the unit newspaper.

        
The New Zealanders produced a four-page magazine for themselves called "Guerrilla Gazette." Its sub-heading was "Unofficial Organ of Southern Independent Commando," and it was printed on the duplicating machine at Brigade Headquarters about every six weeks—depending on how busy the editor happened to be. The paper was designed as a link between the isolated platoons and the editorial policy was non-political, non-religious, and, in parts, nonsensical. The paper 

fostered the sense of humour so necessary for civilised, active-minded, human beings, living under primitive conditions. Each platoon contributed notes of their own activities, and also some sarcastic comments on another's: successive editions were eagerly sought by the men to see what the paper had to say about them. The men soon learned to laugh at themselves and some of their unusual experiences; they became less insular in their outlook when they realised that others were putting up with the same conditions. Lack of social life was probably the most unbearable feature, and it was ironical to see Fijians with not a care in the world living happily about them. Week-end leave could be granted once a month, but few availed themselves of this privilege, as there were no longer any places of interest to go to. The "Guerrilla Gazette" was therefore an event in the New Zealanders' lives, and it became a tonic.

        
Apart from a few favoured outsiders, the circulation of the paper was limited to members of the unit and it reserved the right to poke fun at anybody, irrespective of rank. The OC had to grin and bear numerous insults—the editor's favourite jest was to hint that Charles was getting too old for the commandos. The joke was all the more pointed by its ridiculousness, because Charles could outclass anyone in the unit for endurance. Being in his late thirties, Charles had never allowed himself to become unfit: those who boxed with him could vouch for the strength of his sinewy arms. Since his rowing days at Cambridge University, he had done his "daily dozen," and these early morning exercises were often the subject of satirical comment.

        
Although it contained some risque stories—nevertheless concerning actual happenings—the Guerrilla Gazette was free from the crude profanity that sometimes appears in army magazines. Articles contained many references which only members of the unit could appreciate, but the following excerpts from the paper show something of the spirit and life of these men. Notable incidents were often recorded in poetical, or rather doggerel, form.

        
The background to the first poem was a moustache-growing craze that lasted several months. The reference to the OC has a story behind it too. A resident of Fiji, who was a 

friend of Captain Tripp, had three young daughters who began painting their toenails with polish. Charles criticised them for it, and they in turn criticised his sprouting moustache—the result was an agreement by both parties to abandon these pursuits. The writer of the poem also makes fun of his own moustache in the last stanza.

        

          

            
Moustaches
          


          
What induces men to try and grow


          
A toothbrush like appendage called a mo?


          
Is the razor-blade position so acute,


          
That they can't procure enough for their hirsute.
        

        

          
Psychologists suggest with criticism,


          
That moustaches all result from egotism.


          
At times I've heard some pretty lame excuses


          
For these fungus-growing, upper-lip abuses.
        

        

          
The OC says, "If girls can paint their toes,


          
There's no reason why Commandos can't have mo's;"


          
Yet just below his nose he now shaves clean:


          
We hesitate to think what might have been.
        

        

          
Our unit has a mo at every stage,


          
From infancy to really ripe old age.


          
Some cross between a paint-brush and a mop,


          
With fraying ends and just about to drop.
        

        

          
Half-hearted men, afraid to have it known,


          
Shave off the hairs before the things's half grown;


          
While others, of the near-gorilla type,


          
Can make them come or go just over night.
        

        

          
But I'm certain they're no signs of manliness,


          
'Cos I've known would-be poets to possess.


          
Half a dozen hairs—not even in a row—


          
That they've had the bloody nerve to call a MO!
        

        
The Fijians were extremely keen on sport, and the platoon commanders cultivated this keenness to the limit; making 

even the training as much of a game as possible to stimulate the natives to activity. When the sergeants had their platoons trained in some particular branch of sport, they issued a challenge to the other platoons through the Guerrilla Gazette. Komave wrote in one edition:—

        

          
"So far we have been unable to obtain a pill, so cannot display our prowess on the football field; but we've acquired a punch-bag and set of gloves, (not patriotic issue either). We are willing to meet all comers. We have a dozen "brown bombers" — ask the local Chinese and Indians."

        

        
In the next issue Ndeumba Platoon replied:—

        

          
"Calling Komave! Your challenge is formally accepted. The matter is being referred to Mike Jacobs for a decision as to the time. Suggest your platoon concentrate on slow marching so that you can farewell your erstwhile champions with full military honours."

        

        
The result was recorded in the next edition:—

        

          
"Bill Geddes had a real day out when he took his boxing team of 'Brown-Bombers' to meet the 'Heckler Hard-Hitters.'

          
"Sid had a first class ring constructed on a mound in the centre of the village, but his (river-crossing?) rope, plus his clothes line, went only half-way round, and the top rope was finished off with Walai vine, making a congruous setting for this greatly procrastinated event. "The mbuli generously lent his furniture to the Administrative Staff, who both acted as judges—and what an act! However, they must have guessed the winners alright 'cos their decisions were not booed, and the promoters even offered them a beer after the six matches were over.

          
"Charlie Tripp had a busy time as referee, and Vic. Harris produced some weird sounds with his gong beating. We think Rex could have modulated his voice a little in the counting out of K.O.'s Had the sun been shining less brightly, we should have thought we were in darkest Africa.

          
"The contestants looked a picture of health, and even 

the first five bouts were worthy of a greater and more capably critical audience.

          
"The sixth bout was the big event, and the 'Hitters' fate weighed in the balance, having only two wins to three of the 'Bombers.' The Hitters' hopes were placed in the fists of Petero, twelve stone, who was billed against the man with the reputation—Saketa, also twelve stone. This bout opened very fast, with Petero going in like a whirlwind, and we were about to saddle up the old grey mare when Saketa pulled a 'fast one' by stalling time to take off his brand new, shiny, boxing boots, which, he protested, were causing him to slip on the dry grass. The second round cracked even, but it was obvious that Petero had missed his chance of beating this more experienced man. In the third round Saketa displayed his ability to such an extent that the game Petero lost interest in proceedings for quite some moments, bringing the results to: 'Bombers' four bouts; 'Hitters' two bouts."

        

        
A Fijian chief, Ratu Lala, presented Captain Tripp with a large pig. An elaborate structure had to be erected to hoist the pig into a bath to be scalded after killing. But when the apparently dead pig was scalded, it scrambled out of the bath and ran about twenty yards as a last dying effort. The following will be recognised as a parody of "The pig got up and slowly walked away."—

        

          
One morning in September, as you will all remember,


          
A pig was caught and killed at C.H.Q.


          
The company surrounded, were not the least astounded,


          
By the job they thought the boss could easily do.
        

        

          
A scaffold was erected, and the bath was soon collected—


          
The only time the bath's been ever used.


          
The pig had ceased its kicking, its eyelids were not flicking;


          
And from its throat the blood no longer oozed.
        

        

          
But our confidence was shattered, and our personnel soon scattered,


          
When in boiling water, pig we tried to lay.


          
(You can tell a kava boozer, by the method that he chooses,)


          
'Cos the pig got up and quickly ran. away.
        

        


        
The following shows that anything can happen in Fiji:—

        

          
"Tell us, men of the Island Sanctuary—Have the initials P.M.H. appeared on nappies yet?

          
"In fairness to the officer concerned, we would explain that once upon a time he received a parcel and carelessly tossed away the linen wrapping. Imagine his mortification when some time later he chanced to pass through the village again, and saw a little native boy wearing the linen as a pair of pants—the name and address of the lieutenant standing out boldly across the child's posterior."

        

        
The "Gazette" recorded this dialogue between the Fijian cook and the interpreter at Nuku:—

        

          
Cooka: " I mark you! I mark you!"


          
Rom: "You stop the swear !"


          
Cooka: "Can't do it, can't do it!"


          
(Rom attempts punishment.)


          
Cooka: "You stop or you get no breakfast for dinner!"
        

        
The Nuku Platoon acquired a dog which they called "Bula na Puppy," and they submitted the following:—

        

          
"If the Q.M. will look up his files he will observe that 'Bula na Puppy' was marched in R/O 304/42, and so far he has been omitted from the ration strength. It is hoped that the matter will be speedily rectified as lack of bullamakau and excessive night reconnaissance is undermining his morale.

          

Q.M. Please Note.—Either provide sufficient vitamins; or send up a collar and chain!"

        

        
The Guerrilla Gazette aped the conventional form of most newspapers, and besides the "Births," "Deaths," "Marriages," etc., there was always a "featured article" on the main event of the month. Some of the writers had a gift for satire, but apart from the one sore point of the commandos— lack of equipment—the sarcasm was not bitter, and the broad aim of the journal was to raise a laugh. The following appeared under the heading "More Wails!"—

        


        

          
"Our very active Colonel paid his first visit to the Commando during the month, but he seemed little impressed with our weapons??? Owing to this unenthusiastic attitude, our correspondent was too timid (ses you) to obtain, an interview. However, the visit inspired him to write this article on senior officers in general.

          
"After close association with many senior officers, I have noted some consistency in their many idiosyncrasies. "About once every three months, brigadiers and colonels become tired of poring over reports day and night, with the result that one fine (always fine) morning they sweep majestically out of their headquarters loudly proclaiming their intention of seeing the men at work. This is the cue for the 'louzy lance corporal' to get 'sigs,' to inform all units of the impending disaster.

          
"The victimised battalion turns out the guard, which hastily does up buttons and web equipment, and comes to the 'present' while still half asleep. The average man in the ranks doesn't realize how much it means to a brigadier, to have the exercise of a salute once in a while, as he shoots past in his luxurious car.

          
"Then there is the inevitable inspection, during which the brigadier will approach some private with a bandaged hand and patronisingly ask what happened to it; adding some unnecessary medical advice such as, 'You should visit the R.A.P. with that!' Later the brigadier will steal a lance-corporal's thunder by ordering some poor blighter to do up his top shirt button. The brigadier then tells the colonel that it's the best guard turn out he's seen, and the colonel pretends to believe him—they kid each other the same as we do.

          
"Finally the brigadier eases his rotundity into his limousine, and, with the very superior air of one who has really big issues under control, he remarks that fifty per cent. of the troops need a hair-cut.

          
"However, pay no attention to the writer; he's only jealous of the money the 'big heads' rake off."

        

      








Victoria University of Wellington Library




Pacific Commandos: New Zealanders and Fijians in Action. A history of Southern Independent Commando and First Commando Fiji Guerrillas

Chapter X — Special Party





        

Chapter X


Special Party

        

The American Navy's victory in the Battle of the Coral Sea was the turning point of the Pacific war. From, then on Fiji gradually faded into the background, and it became increasingly obvious that the Japanese could not attack Viti Levu in spite of well laid plans.

        
Having no immediate objective for training, the New Zealanders became less energetic. It was not possible to remain at the peak of fitness constantly, so the men had to give their muscles a rest for short periods. But if the rest period was carried too far "malua" set in, and it was difficult to rouse one's self to reach the peak again. Captain Tripp did not expect his men to keep burning themselves out with training either; but he knew that it was fatal to let them get too stale. He was well aware of the weaknesses of human nature, and when he visited the platoons, he would pretend to believe that the men had been training like the devil since his previous visit. This would make the New Zealanders feel so ashamed of themselves, that, for the next few days at least, they would be inspired to hoe into their training, then relax until the next visit. While he kept his men going in this way he tried desperately to get the men into action. He was well known to all the high ranking American officers on the Island, but these men had nothing to do with the American offensive just starting in the Solomons. However, His Excellency, Major General Sir Philip Mitchell, K.C.M.G., Governor of Fiji and High Commissioner for the Western Pacific, took an intense interest in the commandos, and he wanted to see the Fijians in action too. It was Sir Philip Mitchell who finally persuaded the Commander of the South Pacific to try out a sample force of commandos.

        


        
At the beginning of December thirty commandos were selected from the Southern and Eastern commando units. This sample force was officially named "Special Party," and David Williams, who was promoted captain, was placed in charge of the force. The Special Party comprised 
Captain D. E. Williams, Lieutenant D. Chambers, sergeants S. I. Heckler, 
L. V. Jackson, F. E. Williams, R. H. Morrison, M. V. Kells, J. C. Kingdom, I. Bale (Fijian interpreter), Staff-serge ant N. Uraia (Native Medical Practitioner) and twenty Fijians who were granted ranks of lance-corporal and corporal to increase their meagre pay of two shillings a day. (See appendix II).

        
This unit assembled at Kalokolevu, and spent a very hectic ten days preparing for embarkation. The Fijians had to have medical examinations and injections for Yaws, Tetanus, and Typhoid. They also had to be clothed, and equipped with web and rifles. The fitting of boots was a problem in itself, as this was the first time the Fijians had worn them.

        
On 11th December, 1942, the Special Party embarked on the U.S.S. 
Talamanca which arrived in the New Hebrides on 15th December. After five days waiting the unit continued the voyage on the U.S.S. 
Fomalhaut, and arrived at Lunga, on the northern coast of Guadalcanal, on 23rd December.

        
As this stage the Americans were holding a ten-mile beach-head from the Matanakau River to Koli Point; the perimeter extending two miles inland and encompassing the Henderson Airfield.

        
Captain Williams met the District Officer, Captain D. Trench, and the Special Party made its first camp at Teneru.

        
The first assignment given to the unit by the Americans was a patrol beyond the perimeter up the Lunga River to see what Japanese forces occupied the area. Sid Heckler led this patrol on Christmas Day, and he took six Fijians with him. For three days the patrol reconnoitred the area beyond Hill Twenty-Seven, which had recently been the scene of fierce fighting; but no enemy was seen. The remains of a Japanese hospital were found and some equipment including a mountain gun. When this was reported the Americans were surprised to find that the Japanese had vacated this part of the perimeter.

        
The next commando patrol set out on 28th December on
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a similar route but more to the west. Frank Williams and four Fijians led an American infantry company around to the south-west side of Hill Twenty-Seven. They passed through the front line held by 182 U.S. Regiment at one o'clock and followed a track along a ridge on the west bank of the Lunga River. Frank Williams, Sailasa and Emosi, were well out in front of the American company acting as scouts, and they had been on the march only half an hour when they met three of the enemy. Both parties saw each other at the same time, and both took cover on either side of a large Banyan tree. A brisk exchange of grenades took place, but the Japanese had the advantage because they were on a steep slope and Frank had the uphill side of the tree; his grenades rolled too far down the hill to do any damage to the enemy. One Japanese grenade exploded at Frank's feet and he received splinters in his buttocks and head; but the wounds were only superficial. Frank then decided that it would be better for him to jump clear of the tree and rely on quick, accurate shooting. The first attempt was a failure for his rifle misfired and a Japanese pistol shot grazed his forearm; Sailasa who was doing his best to assist Frank was also wounded in the left forefinger. Frank took cover behind the tree again and reloaded for a second attempt. This time he was successful: he shot the Japanese officer who was now charging at Frank with a sabre. Reloading quickly Frank shot another Japanese through the head. The third Japanese started to make a get away, and was about twenty yards down the track, when Sailasa and Emosi fired together: it was found on inspection that both their bullets had entered the enemy's head one inch apart.

        
Frank continued the patrol for three more days and returned to headquarters with a great deal of information. The three Japanese that had been killed had maps of Henderson Field and explosives in their possession, and it was obvious that they were a sabotage party.

        
The initial success and subsequent experience of the com mandos gave the Special Party extra confidence against an enemy whose fighting prowess, though considerable, had been exaggerated by the Americans who fought in the Philippines and the British who fought at Singapore.

        


        
Two other patrols reconnoitred the area south-east of Hill Twenty-Seven, and reported that the enemy had withdrawn, making it apparent that the Americans had been maintaining troops on their eastern perimter unnecessarily.

        
On 28th December, Captain David Williams also set out on patrol with five commandos and five Solomon Islanders who were familiar with the area. Captain Williams's object was to find out exactly where the Japanese right flank was: the active fighting at this time was confined to the area between Hill Twenty-Seven and the mouth of the Matanakau River.

        
This patrol travelled up the Teneru River, climbed two thousand feet to the west and dropped down into the Lunga River. They passed considerable quantities of Japanese equipment and about fifty dead Japanese along the riverbed. There were indications that some two thousand enemy had been camped in this area about a month previously. At this stage the five Solomon Islanders refused to go any nearer the enemy and turned back. The commandos continued up the Lunga, and on the third day of the patrol, 30th December, located strong Japanese forces near one of the many gorges through which the river cut its way. The enemy had sentries posted on each side of the river and their main camp was on the far side (west bank). The commandos were in the bush on a high bank, and although the camp was well camouflaged from aerial observation, the commandos had a good view across the water. It was impossible to cross the river without being seen, but the patrol crept to within a few yards of the sentry on their side of the river, watching the camp for several hours. The Japanese were taking life pretty easily; some were lying down reading what appeared to be newspapers; others were working behind the camp chopping trees and carrying equipment down a steep hill at the back. During all this observation the sentries were covered with rifles, and the commandos felt a strong temptation to squeeze their triggers. The patrol was solely on an intelligence mission however, and it had orders not to let the enemy know that his positions had been discovered. They returned to base camp on 31st December, tired and hungry; the operation had proved more strenuous than anticipated, and the energy expended 

could not be fully replaced by the amount of rations that it was possible to carry on the back in that rugged country— there was no food to be found in the jungle.

        
The following day Captain Williams flew over the area and pin-pointed the enemy positions on an air photograph for the American Commander. Major-General A. M. Patch, who was Island Commander, visited the commando camp on Captain William's return, and he congratulated the unit on the work it was doing.

        
During the first week of January five patrols went out beyond the southern perimeter, and found much equipment which had been abandoned by the Japanese, but only one of these patrols sighted the enemy. Lieutenant Chambers' patrol shot three Japanese on the Lunga River, about half a mile from the enemy camp that had previously been located. The enemy were "sitting shots," but the commandos were not in a position to take them prisoner at the time.

        
On 4th January, 1943, the Special Party was attached to the Command of Major M. Clemens, an Englishman and a member of the Civil Administration in the Solomons. Major Clemens had just returned from leave in Australia after spending weeks in the mountains of Guadalcanal during the Japanese occupation. As District Officer he had made a hideout in the jungle when the Japanese invaded the Island. He kept the headquarters of the South Pacific Command informed, by wireless, of the enemy's activities. His native boys visited the Japanese camps as friendly natives then returned to Major Clemens with an account of what they saw. When the Americans Marines landed on Guadalcanal, Major Clemens and his native boys came out of hiding and were attached to the intelligence section of the American Force. Although he had little military experience, Major Clemens was given military rank to enable him to move about the American beach-head: for the same reason all the members of the civil administration who returned to the Solomons received honorary commissions.

        
Major Clemens had under his command two Englishmen, Lieutenants K. Crass and L. Barrow, who were cadets in the civil administration, and he was ambitious to form a battalion of Solomon Island natives. Now that the Special Party was 

attached to his command, he wanted the New Zealanders to train his native boys in a few weeks. The New Zealand sergeants were not very pleased about forming and training this new unit: they were not impressed by the lighting qualities of the small, primitive Solomon Islanders. The new unit was to be, called "Dukwasi" (meaning first man in the bush) and training meant withdrawal from action, just when the Americans were beginning their drive westward. The American command too, released the commandos reluctantly.

        
On 14th January the Special Party went to Baunani, on Malaita Island, where two hundred natives had been assembled by the Resident Commissioner. The natives were given one shilling a day, a green pair of shorts, a green shirt, and three good meals of bully-beef and rice every day. The Solomon Islanders, besides having a language of their own, speak Pidgin English, which is more difficult to understand than most people imagine. Nevertheless, the New Zealanders and Fijians persevered with the training, knowing that the sooner they got the natives into shape the sooner they would get back to Guadalcanal.

        
The Solomon Islanders responded fairly well to their arms drill, but it was ridiculous to expect them to condition their minds to the noise of fire-arms within a few weeks. The Solomon native was small in stature, and generally had a distended stomach as a result of malnutrition and various diseases such as malaria. Malaria, if not checked with quinine, swells the spleen. In spite of thia the natives were surprisingly strong, and they were useful for carrying stores over rough country. Their knowledge of local tracks was useful too, but these factors were not sufficient to make the average of them good commandos or good soldiers.

        
During January, the American artillery on Guadalcanal, aided by the Navy, finally broke the Japanese resistance, and by the beginning of February the Japanese on the Island were trying to evacuate from the north-west corner. The Americans recalled the commandos to Guadalcanal, and four patrols went straight to Maravovo by destroyer for the mopping up operations. These patrols were made up from the Special Party, and included the best of the Solomon Islanders: the other Solomon Islanders went to the base camp at Teneru. 

The four patrols combed the Cape Esperence area for two weeks, but most of the enemy escaped in submarines or destroyers before 10th February.

        
On 3rd February, Vic Kells was leading a patrol ahead of an American company at Maravovo when he ran into the enemy rear-guard. A rapid exchange of fire took place, and several Japanese were killed besides five Americans, and one Solomon Islander. The fight lasted only a few. seconds and both sides withdrew. During the next few days the Americans brought up some artillery and shelled the Japanese positions; the commandos climbed the mountains in the vicinity looking for stragglers. On 10th February, Dudley Chambers' patrol shot four of the enemy and took eight sick Japanese prisoner. On 12th February, another Japanese was taken prisoner, but after that the enemy disappeared. The ones that failed to escape from the Island went deeper into the jungle, and it was futile chasing them.

        
The commando patrols returned to Teneru where they continued training the Solomon Islanders. Some of the Japanese weapons captured during the campaign were used for instruction. The natives, by this time, had acquired enough Japanese bowls and utensils to enable them to eat according to European standards. The enemy had used a lot of equipment which he had captured earlier from the British in Malaya. The commandos used a methylated-spirits refrigerator which had had a chequered career in enemy camps, and some of the Japanese pots and kettles that they used had travelled thousands of miles.

        
The Americans estimated the enemy losses in the Guadalcanal Campaign at forty thousand dead. More than half of these Japanese were drowned before they reached the shore. The American Navy had considerable success in preventing the Japanese from landing reinforcements; bodies were washed up on the shores of Guadalcanal for weeks afterwards in spite of the great activity of the sharks around Savo Island. It was thought that over a hundred Japanese were still roaming the jungle on the Island.

        
On 12th February, the Americans followed up their success with the occupation of Russell Islands, fifty miles northwest of Guadalcanal. Lieutenant Crass with two Fijians and 

twenty-six Solomon Islanders accompanied the advanced landing party. The Japanese evacuated the islands just before the landing, and the patrols covered the islands for a month without striking the enemy: Lieutenant Crass then returned to Teneru.

        
The camp at Teneru had a number of drawbacks, so Major Clemens and Captain Williams prospected the northern coast of Guadalcanal to find a better site. The most suitable place was found to be the pre-war Government Station at Aola Bay, although it was thirty miles east of American Corps Headquarters. General Patch had cabled to Fiji for more commandos, and the Special Party was expecting reinforcements at any moment. Accurate dates of troop movements were not shouted to the wide world or even to those intimately concerned, but the Special Party knew that a larger camp would have to be prepared.

        
The Teneru camp was near the Henderson Airfield which received a salvo of bombs from the Japanese planes that came over every night; it was therefore necessary to have a base camp where the commandos could sleep after their arduous patrols. Mosquitoes were thick at Teneru too, and the unit had many cases of malaria. The Americans in the surrounding camps were making a big fuss of the Fijians to get the Japanese souvenirs that they had, and the Fijians succumbed to the American flattery to such an extent that they became a little undisciplined. The nearest American camp to Aola Bay was ten miles away.

        
A month's supply of rations was shipped along the coast, and the unit transferred to its new base camp at Aola Bay on 8th March. Major Clemens maintained a headquarters at Teneru to keep in touch with the American Command and operations were directed from here. One patrol of Solomon Islanders was attached to an American unit to guide the Americans in their jungle training. The Americans had had no real bush training before attacking the Japanese on Guadalcanal, and they realised their own limitations. Although the American infantry machine-gun fire literally mowed down the enemy in the open patches, the Japanese had had the advantage in the thicker parts of the jungle. The American success had been mainly due to the navy, air-force, and 
artil-


lery. The Americans were now intensifying their training in bush-craft.

        
Solomon Islanders were also sent out to patrol the opposite coast of Guadalcanal, just in case the enemy tried to land fresh forces. Members of the Special Party were held in readiness to carry out the advanced reconnaissance of New Georgia, the next objective of the Americans. However, the experience gained oil Guadalcanal, decided the American Commander to hold off this operation until enough equipment arrived to ensure absolute sea and air superiority over the enemy.

        
Members of the Special Party were now feeling the effects of malaria; each successive bout becoming worse. Lieutenant Chambers, two sergeants and four Fijians were evacuated to Fiji suffering severely with this fever.

        
The patrols of the Special Party settled down to routine trips along the coast without anything exciting happening. One day, however, Sid Heckler's patrol found a native who had been attacked by a crocodile. The native had been fishing and trod on the crocodile in shallow water. The crocodile's teeth had ripped the native down the leg from thigh to ankle. Sid sprinkled the wound with sulphanilamide, and stopped the flow of blood as best he could with his field-dressing. They were twelve miles from Aola Bay, so a native canoe was borrowed, and the injured man transported along the coast to the unit's little hospital at base camp. Sid and a Solomon Islander paddled the canoe furiously for two hours as the tide was against them—Sid's arms ached for days afterwards. On reaching Aola, Staff-sergeant Uraia sewed up the leg and the patient was walking about again a couple of weeks later.
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Chapter XI


First Commando Fiji Guerrillas

        

Back in Fiji morale soared with the departure of the sample force. The New Zealanders now had something to look forward to, as they had developed much confidence in their bushcraft, and they felt sure that the Special Party would impress the American commanders sufficiently to get the rest of the commandos in action.

        
Christmas was celebrated in high spirits assisted materially by the generosity of some of the farming population who provided chickens, pork, and even cream. The Navua Hotel assisted with liquid refreshments, and when the Brigadier visited the unit on Christmas Day, he agreed that the commandos could certainly enjoy themselves when they got the chance.

        
A six-page souvenir edition of the Guerrilla Gazette was printed in Suva, and all activity was suspended while everyone read it as soon as the papers arrived from the printing works.

        
In January, the Governor of Fiji received a cable asking for more commandos, and Captain Tripp received orders to form the First Commando Fiji Guerrillas, selecting his men from the Eastern Commando and the Southern Commando, and the unit was to be prepared to move to the Solomons at very short notice.

        
Captain Tripp laid down the following as the minimum standard of fitness for the NCOs of the new unit. They had to be able to travel for eight hours over rough country similar to the Lombau track, and be fit to fight at the end of it; they had to score over twenty out of twenty-five every time with a rifle on the twenty-five yard range; swim thirty yards in clothes and boots, with haversack and rifle; and they had to be proficient at unarmed defence and bush-craft. The swim-
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ming
 requirement was the most difficult to perform, but the New Zealanders struggled through even if they had to use two dried coconuts as water-wings: this amount of assistance was permitted because dried coconuts were to be found near most streams in the tropics.

        
The strength of the First Commando Fiji Guerrillas was to be thirty-nine New Zealand officers and NCOs, and one hundred and thirty-five Fijians. The total unit of one hundred and seventy-four men was grouped as follows: Headquarters, one officer and twenty-two other ranks; two companies each of seventy-five men with a lieutenant in charge. Each company had three platoons with a sergeant in charge, and each platoon had three sections, each section had six men with a New Zealand corporal in charge. Commando Headquarters comprised the Officer Commanding, sergeant-major, quai'termaster, intelligence sergeant and corporal, who also looked after administration including pay, records and signals; storeman; and medical orderly. Amongst the Fijians, who were mostly runners, there was a sergeant interpreter. Each company had a sergeant-major and quartermaster to give them semi-independent administration.

        
The Fijians were required to sign new attestation forms volunteering to serve anywhere in the Pacific, and from the sources available at the time, the unit obtained only sufficient natives to fill the establishment. This prevented any selection being made, and the poorer type of Fijian soldier had to be included. Although the destination of the commandos was kept secret, the Fijians were under no illusions as to what was going on, and the news that they were going to fight the Japanese spread rapidly by "bush telegraph." Between the excitement of preparation there was a great deal of weeping and wailing in the villages. It was this surge of emotion that inspired many of them to volunteer.

        
As this was the first time a large body of commandos had been brought together for permanent training, a suitable camp site had to be found well away from any native village. A rubber plantation at Wainandoi was considered suitable for the following reasons: the American forces had had a camp an hour's travelling time from the Suva Wharf; it was right 

on the main road yet it backed off into rugged country which was ideal for training. Nevertheless, the site proved to be unhealthy, because of poor drainage and its nearness to swamps on the coastal side: this drawback was tolerated because the unit expected to embark at any moment.

        
The task of mobilising the Fijians from so many remote villages in the heart of Viti Levu, was very difficult at such short notice, but everyone was settled in at Wainandoi within a week, and the medical examinations, inoculation, and equipping, commenced. "When the Fijians came together for the first time, they naturally celebrated by drinking great quantities of kava, but this pleasure had to be denied them temporarily as it was affecting their medical tests.

        
There was an exceptional run of fine weather for the first week, but the rest of the unit's stay at Wainandoi was noted for the heavy rainfall. The period up to the end of January was taken up with administrative organisation, equipping, medical examinations, drying and repairing tents, and squeezing in range practice when possible.

        
As the unit would be fighting with the Americans, the Fiji Brigade Group Headquarters decided to withdraw all Lee Enfield · 303 rifles in case ammunition got mixed in action. The Fiji Defence Force supplied the unit with some old Springfield ·30 rifles which were on hand. This exchange, though justified, was very unfortunate, because the Spring-fields could not stand up to the severe conditions so well as the British Lee Enfield. Thompson sub-machine guns were also issued, and the Fijians soon became adept in their use.

        
Scarcely a man received a drill battle-dress that would fit him. Two tailors were employed in the camp to make alterations. A barber was also called in to cut back the Fijians' bushy hair to allow room for the steel helmet.

        
Sick parades were large because of boils, septic sores and sore feet due to wearing boots for the first time; and several cases of dengue fever occurred.

        
February provided some really strenuous training under wet conditions. The aim of the OC at this time was to simulate actual combat conditions, concentrating on absolute essentials, in an endeavour to make the unit an effective fighting force in the shortest possible time. There had been 
sev-

eral false alarms of departure. As soon as a patrol moved outside of the camp area, it had to assume that it was in enemy territory and practise concealment accordingly. In addition to much range shooting, bayonet drill, unarmed combat, and section stalks, manoeuvres were practised day and night, company against company, platoon against platoon, and section against section. Patrols showed marked ingenuity in preparing ambushes and setting up semi-concealed targets for field firing.

        
Captain Tripp held frequent conferences with the New Zealand NCOs, and everyone contributed ideas for training and organisation. In this way the unit developed into the flexible and versatile fighting force it later became when it met the Japanese in the Solomon Islands.

        
The Fijians became first class shots, but they had much trouble with the old rifles. Bayonets fell off because of worn catches, rear sights had to be constantly adjusted, and many bolts were too stiff to allow reloading at the shoulder. However, the bores of these rifles were still good, and they were accurate on the range.

        
On 24th February, Lieutenant B. Masefield, celebrated New Zealand rifle shot, arrived from Tonga with twenty-eight Tongan natives who were attached to First Commando Fiji Guerrillas. These soldiers were carefully selected from the whole of the Tonga Defence Force, and they were exceedingly proud of representing their country. They were equal to the Fijians in physique, and having had three years' training, their precision on the parade ground was unsurpassed. But they had a lot to learn from the Fijians in bush-craft. The two races, though former enemies in the nineteenth century, worked well together because of the diplomacy of the Fijians. (The Tongans are Polynesian; the Fijians Poly-Melanesians.)

        
The Tongans enjoyed their first swim in fresh running water at Wainandoi — there are no high hills or rivers in Tonga. Although they did not like the muggy climate, the Tongans soon adapted themselves to crossing flooded rivers and climbing mountains through thick bush.

        
With the cessation of hostilities on Guadalcanal, the urgency of the unit's departure was lessened, and the respite granted allowed more scope for advanced training. This 
in-

cluded compass marching, sniping, unarmed defence, swimming in complete battle order and map reading. New bayonets were obtained for the rifies, and the assault course was improved to include every type of action possible. The New Zealanders would vie with one another in cutting the time of the course down to a minimum and still shoot the bull's eye at the end of it. This rugged sport, which was even carried on on Sundays because there was nothing else to do, gave the medical orderlies plenty of work patching up torn flesh.

        
It was found necessary to have long route marches on the road as well as in the bush, to toughen the feet. By March the men were so fit that a five-day test was held for the movement of the entire unit. The men covered over a hundred miles of rough, trackless jungle, carrying all their rations, arms, and equipment on their backs. This was a sound indication of the physical fitness and capabilities of the unit as a whole; Captain Tripp now knew that his men could carry out patrols on foot, covering any range that was likely to be required in the Solomons.

        
During March, American and New Zealand war correspondents visited the camp, and they were shown some of the routine training. What the commandos themselves took for granted, amazed the correspondents, and impressive accounts of the training course were printed in New Zealand and American newspapers. One reporter stated: "When the Fiji Commandos raid at night, death wears velvet gloves." This so tickled the Commandos' sense of humour that whenever something went wrong they would laugh and say they had forgotten to wear their velvet gloves. The American correspondent wrote: "Typical of the Fijian Commandos is Private Isaia Wairosa, aged twenty-two, whom we followed through the jungle on an anti-sniper patrol. Following a jungle trail which he had never been over before, Isaia was to locate cardboard rectangles secreted in the underbush and in trees along the trail, at places most likely to conceal snipers. It was Isia's job to find the one by three foot targets and put bullets into them as soon as he saw them. Of eight targets Isaia spotted them all and put bullets square in the centre of seven. The delegation of press following close on his heels failed to locate a single target until after Isaia had fired at it, and three 

of them had to be pointed out to us even after the Fijian had fired." After seeing the men on the assault course and a short manoeuvre, the same correspondent summed up his impressions: "United Nations military leaders have at their disposal hundreds of fighting men, who, through heredity and training, are better qualified to drive the Nipponese from their South Pacific jungle defences, than any troops in the field."

        
Captain Tripp received reports on conditions in the Solomons from David Williams. In one of his letters David stressed the importance of having everything painted green for camouflage, particularly tents, because of the extensive bombing raids on Guadalcanal. The khaki drill battle dress issued by the Fiji Defence Force to the Fijians was too much like the Japanese uniform, and the commandos would be shot at by allied units if they wore them. Captain Williams sent a lot of valuable advice, but the unit could not obtain all the equipment suggested. The only tents available were old and mildewed and were of the white Indian pattern. These had to be dried out and painted green with ordinary house paint. Green dye was unprocurable although the commandos had been trying for a year now to obtain some. Mosquito nets were stained brown with the bark of the mangroves. The New Zealanders had provided themselves with camouflage clothing months earlier, but the Fijians had to leave Fiji with only their khaki drill uniforms.

        
There was still much sickness in the unit, but morale was high with the expectation of embarkation, and the strain of hard training was relieved by a weekly concert at which every platoon contributed an item. The singing of the Tongans was the outstanding feature of these concerts, and they showed the Fijians how the favourite Fijian song, "Isa Lei" should be sung. The Tongans contended that the song had been stolen from Tonga in the first place.

        
One of the Fijians, Tombia, wanted to get married before the unit left Fiji, so he applied for leave at the last minute. At first Captain Tripp refused because Tombia was a good man and he did not want to risk leaving him behind; besides Tombia was sick and running a temperature three degrees above normal. But Tombia pleaded so insistently 

that the was eventually given forty-eight hours to get the deed done. His bride lived at Namosi, over thirty miles by track from Wainandoi. Tombia left at dawn on one day, and returned to camp in the evening of the second day after a wedding, a honeymoon, and a round trip of sixty rugged miles, thus showing what a Fijian can do when he is effectively inspired.

        
Several New Zealanders were due for leave in New Zealand, but in spite of their longing' to see civilisation again, they all refused to take leave until they had had "a lick at the Japanese." Some of the men were in hospital prior to embarkation, and these had to be replaced; a bitter blow to those who had been in the commandos from their inception.

        
At the beginning of April the long awaited movement order was received, and the unit stores were finally packed. For weeks the cases had been prepared, but a lot of the gear had to be kept out in a vain attempt to get it dry. The quartermaster devised a special labelling system identifying the contents of boxes by reference to a coded list: he visualised the covetousness of other units and also the possibility of certain articles being required en route. It would have been fatal to have labelled a box "whisky" for instance. The unit was allowed to take two trucks, and these were loaded on the 
President Hayes, on 12th April.

        
On 13th April the commandos marched through Suva with the First Battalion of the Fiji Military Force. This battalion, commanded by 
Lt.-Col. J. B. K. Taylor, also sailed for the Solomons in the same ship. After embarkation the troopship remained in Suva harbour for two days awaiting the rest of the convoy, and during this time the men practised disembarking down the rope ladders, over the side of the vessel, into landing barges. (See appendix III).
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Chapter XII 


Guadalcanal

        

The convoy left Suva on 15th April, and the troops began taking half an atabrine tablet each day to build up resistance to malaria. The voyage was calm and uneventful for the New Zealanders, the time being taken up with the usual boat-drills and sunbathing. However, it was a real event for the Fijians who took a delight in watching all the machinery, and they were overjoyed when they saw moving pictures for the first time, even though they could not understand the sophisticated dialogue. Guadalcanal was reached on 19th April, and the ship hove to off Kokombona Beach. The commandos were detailed to unload the cargo from the holds, and the First Battalion had the responsibility of placing it in dumps on the beach. As there were no wharves at Guadalcanal, the whole operation had to be carried out with Higgin's boats which ran up onto the coral sand. The unloading was performed in the record time of four hours, much to the relief of the captain of the vessel, who was keen to pull out before the Japanese bombers paid their nightly visit.

        
The captain wrote a special letter to the commander of Fiji Brigade Group, praising the unit. Referring to the Fijians, Commander F. W. Benson stated: "These troops proved to be the finest that we have had the pleasure of carrying at any time since we have been in the South Pacific area. Their excellent spirit was an inspiration to all hands. Their standard of cleanliness, both as to person and living spaces, was the highest that we have encountered. The attitude of the officers and their manner of dealing with the men, set an example that was freely discussed by the American Officers, both Army and Navy, and the results obtained spoke most fluently of the excellent manner in which they dealt with their 

men. Their keen interest in the individual trooper bore fruit in the spirit engendered in each man. During the unloading at our destination, troops and officers alike made a game of it, and set a record for unloading that will probably stand for a good long time. Prior to this unloading we thought we had made a record, but your forces boosted the tonnage per hour unloaded by almost thirty per cent., thereby giving us something which we will be shooting at for a long time."

        
Until unloading was complete, no member of First Commando was allowed ashore. Because there was no one to take particular care of the unit's equipment at the dump, a New Zealander smuggled himself ashore in one of the trucks that was being hoisted out of the hold into a barge. He arrived at the beach to find the commando stores mixed tip with all the other units; but it was late in the afternoon by this time, and the stores could not be sorted out until next day. The rest of the commandos landed at five o'clock and marched.

        
Two miles to Mamara where they bivouacked on an old battle field under coconut trees. A horrible stench pervaded the air, and there were several booby-traps and skeletons lying about. These had to be cleaned up before dark, and slit trenches dug in case of air-raids.

        
During the night two Japanese, in search of food, visited a ration dump near the unit's bivouac. One of the enemy was caught by some Solomon Islanders at Mamara village. The following morning this starving, naked Japanese was bound to a wheel-barrow and taken triumphantly to the American's prison camp by a dozen elated Solomon Islanders.

        
This incident gave the commandos a tremendous desire to penetrate the surrounding bush immediately, in search of stray Japanese; but there was too much work to be done in locating stores and improving the sanitary arrangements of the bivouac, to allow a patrol away until the following day.

        
The commandos had been landed fifty miles west of the Special Party at Aola Bay. Major Clemens met Captain Tripp, and arrangements were made for the unit to move on Good Friday, 23rd April. The movement was made on foot along the coast, but the heavy equipment was transported by schooner. During these stages valuable equipment was stolen by other units, but the quartering staff soon got wise to 
Guad-

alcanal "ethics," and subsequent acquisitions provided the commandos with most of the amenities available in this Godforsaken archipelago.

        
Apart from the defect of poor communication, the base camp at Aola Bay was ideal. The house, which had been used by the District Officer in peace time, provided accommodation for the officers, and there were plenty of native huts for the NCOs, Orderly Room, stores, and the like. The Fijians and Tongans lived in tents, and they were exceptionally pleased with their new quarters. There was a spacious lawn for parades; a good beach for physical training and swimming, and even a barbed-wire enclosure for recalcitrants. A half-mile road of coral was made to a spring which provided excellent drinking water for the camp. An old hand pump was found and repaired, then mounted on a ten-foot stand over the spring. A truck, carrying a big iron tank, backed into this elaborate structure, and the tank was filled through a bamboo tube. At first it was intended that the pumping should be performed as a minor punishment in place of C.B., but the Fijians derived such fun out of the job that the punishment aspect dissolved. The mosquitoes were not nearly as numerous at Aola, and with the improved living conditions, health improved considerably: septic sores that had been persistent in Fiji completely disappeared.

        
The special party joined the First Commando Fiji Guerrillas, and Captain Williams became second-in-command to Captain Tripp. The unit was attached to Major Clemens' command, and the total force administered from Aola Bay comprised the following:—forty-four New Zealanders, four Englishmen, one hundred and fifty-six Fijians, twenty-eight Tongans, and two hundred Solomon Islanders; making a total of four hundred and thirty men from which to make up patrols. Each of these groups received a different rate of pay, and there were three different ration scales which had to be worked out by the quartermaster.

        
Orderly Room enquiries had to be held in four different languages; English, Fijian, Tongan, and Pidgin English, and it was most difficult to maintain a serious expression when a Solomon Islander tried to explain something in Pidgin English. Pidgin English has a definite idiom, and the New 
Zea-

landers found it more difficult to understand than either the Tongans or Fijians. What confused the New Zealanders at first was the English words arranged in native syntax. If asked the negative question: "Didn't you see him?" the native will reply "yes" when in English idom he would mean "no." Anything impressive is prefixed with "big fella," such as "Big fella house," or "Him big fella big fella, too much" meaning very large man. To go any distance "I go go go," with "gos" added indefinitely according to the length of the journey.

        
The Solomon Islanders are likely to express themselves in some weird combinations of words, and the following have been heard. A picture of an elephant described as, "Big fella bullamakau, 'im got tail along front and tail along ass b'long 'im." A cross-cut saw: "Take 'im 'e come pus' 'im 'e go all the same big brother ackis (axe)." They used to call an aeroplane "Schooner belong 
Jesus Christ," but they have since learned that a P38 is a "Lightning," and if they saw a "Flying Fortress" they could probably tell you it was a B17.

        
There was one occasion when the lingo did not sound so funny. Some Solomon Islanders were with a patrol of the Special Party during the fighting, and just at a critical period behind the enemy lines one blurted out; "Masta me fright, belly b'long me cold, me no savvy not'ing." The language of the New Zealander in charge of patrol cannot be recorded.

        
The "Dukwasi" unit had built up an armoury of nearly every kind of small arms, and the civil administration gave First Commando full use of any equipment it wanted. On the recommendation of the Special Party members, the Thompson sub-machine guns were changed for Australian made Owen guns, which had proved much superior for bush fighting. Sid Heckler had had a tommy-gun jamb at the worst possible moment—and only because of a small piece of grit in the mechanism. The Owen gun was as simple as a toy, and it could stand plenty of the mud which was unavoidable. Besides this, it was lighter and more accurate; its ·38 calibre was more than sufficient for jungle distances.

        
The commandos worked in close co-operation with the civil administration, whose members were mainly Englishmen sent out to the Solomon Islands by the British Colonial Office 

in London. At the camp at Teneru the New Zealanders and Englishmen shared the same mess for several months, and this mess was the best on Guadalcanal at the time, attracting visitors from all over the Island. The quartermaster of First Commando, Paul Holmes, had to spend much of his time at Teneru Camp, because all food supplies were landed on Lunga Beach nearby, and he had to be on the spot to get the unit's share of the few good things that arrived with each shipment. Paul was particularly energetic, and, as the Americans said: "Always on the ball!" Major Clemens, who had an exceptionally persuasive personality, was also a great friend of senior American officers, and he managed to acquire additional luxuries for the mess. The Americans did not like mutton, and it was through their generosity that the commandos sometimes enjoyed a leg all the way from New Zealand and possibly from the farm of a member of the unit.

        
The New Zealanders soon made friends with their fellow countrymen serving in the Air Force and Navy in the Solomons. Several of the commandos were entertained aboard the New Zealand corvettes. The R.N.Z.A.F. allowed the commandos to use their postal service, and they enjoyed an air-mail letter service better than they had experienced in Fiji: some letters were recived from New Zealand three days after posting. The commandos tried to make up for this co-operation by entertaining the members of the other services in the mess at Teneru.

        
The intelligence section of First Commando was very busy at this time mapping out prospective operations, arranging wireless communication between Aola and Teneru, and sorting out the "bodies" of Solomon natives who seemed to be no-ones "pigeon." Prior to the arrival of First Commando, the Dukwasi unit had been made responsible for patrolling half the coastal strip of Guadalcanal. A New Zealander was sent out by schooner to locate these isolated patrols of natives. The New Zealander reported back a week later that the Solomon Islanders were doing no patrolling and their rifles were in a rusted state, not having been cleaned. The natives had received no supplies for weeks from the civil administration, and they had settled down with other natives in the villages on the southern coast of the Island, ignoring their 

military responsibilities. Since First Commando could not spare any New Zealanders to supervise these Dukwasi patrols, this farcical state of affairs concluded with the discharge of the natives concerned and the United States Army Air Force covering the beaches every day by aeroplane.

        
The First Commando was kept busy with patrols systematically combing the Island for stray Japanese. Some of the enemy gave themselves up but others preferred to die slowly of starvation in the bush. When patrols returned to base camp for resting and the drying out of clothes, the commandos spent much time on the rifle range. Most members found that they lost about a stone in weight after a week's reconnaissance in the mountains: but they soon regained condition at base where rations were plentiful even if monotonous. The rations were now wholly supplied by the American Army, and they were a great improvement on the bully-beef and biscuits of Fiji.

        
Most of the work of the commandos was done by independent patrols of about fifteen men. Local natives were constantly reporting enemy activities back in the mountains, but when the commandos went to investigate, they found that the natives were either lying to create an impression and thereby gain some food supplies, or the Japanese had been seen six months before. The commandos did see one or two Japanese in the jungle, but these managed to escape—seeking a lone Japanese in this undergrowth was like trying to capture one particular grass-grub in an acre of corn.

        
Guadalcanal is a smaller island than Viti Levu, yet it is twice the height with mountains reaching 10,000 feet. The sides of the mountains are exceptionally steep, and as the Solomon Islands are in the earthquake belt, there are frequent landslides. Where the landslides occur there is no bush, but long grass grows on these steep patches. Guadalcanal is on the thermal equator, and while it is subject to heavy rainfall the same as Fiji, it does not experience hurricanes. Large trees, such as mahogany, are able to survive, and the undergrowth is somewhat easier to penetrate than that of Fiji.

        
In June a determined effort was made to comb out the north-western end of Guadalcanal, and seven patrols worked over the mountains in this area for a week; but the only 
re-

suit was a bundle of documents left behind by the enemy months earlier. This area of Guadalcanal was now like a bone-yard at a slaughter works. The wild pigs had rooted up the buried Japanese, and the natives had also been active in looking for gold teeth. Great piles of coconut shells everywhere indicated the diet of the enemy prior to his defeat on the Island. The commandos gained a great amount of knowledge about the Japanese soldier by going over the old battle fields. They became familiar with every type of enemy equipment—there was still plenty of it lying about—and they found out the type of country the Japanese invariably chose for a bivouac. The enemy had not penetrated more than two miles inland, and he showed a predilection for low-lying areas siich as valleys and swamps. The smell of some of these mosquito breeding localities nearly made the commandos sick. It was no wonder that the Japanese suffered heavily with malaria and other diseases.

        
After eombing Guadalcanal the commandos were given the job of combing other islands in the southern Solomons. There were indications that enemy spies and coast-watchers were stationed on San Cristobal, fifty miles south-east of Guadalcanal. A task force of four vessels of the American Navy and six commando patrols went to these islands to investigate; but after three weeks' patrolling with negative results the commandos returned to Guadalcanal.

        
At this time there was a re-organisation of the Dukwasi and First Commando units. It was found that the Dukwasi unit had to be substantially reduced: because of its loose structure it could not operate successfully on its own. In contrast to the Dukwasi the First Commando was a very highly organised and much more effective unit. It took fifteen tons of rations each month to feed the commandos, and the quartering staff had no easy task in distributing supplies to points where the patrols could reach them every few days: patrols usually carried four days' rations on their backs. The Dukwasi was reduced to two patrols made up of the best Solomon Islanders available, under Lieutenants Crass and Barrow, and these patrols were attached to Captain Tripp's command. Major Clemens had to return to his duties in the civil administration, and he was preparing to take up the position 

of District Officer on New Georgia as soon as that Island was recaptured. The new arrangement for First Commando was not a radical change, but instead of platoons the whole unit was divided into independent patrols each of fifteen men. Each patrol had a New Zealand sergeant and corporal and thirteen Fijians, and there was a lieutenant in charge of three patrols. The Tongans worked most of the time with their own NCOs, and under their Tongan officer, Lieutenant H. Taliai.

        
The Americans did not care for the name of the unit, and thought it better to change it to "South Pacific Scouts," so that American unit commanders would not be confused about the nature of the Commando's work. The American connotation of the word "scouts" is similar to the English connotation of the word "commando," though both terms have various popular meanings. The name South Pacific Scouts appeared on all operation orders issued by the Americans, but the unit retained its official title of First Commando Fiji Guerrillas in its own records.

        
All the members of the Special Party were suffering severely with the effects of many bouts of malaria, and the Fiji Brigade Group decided to withdraw these men from the malarial zone. It was many weeks, however, before transportation could be arranged.

        
In June, the Governor of Fiji and the Commander of the Fiji Brigade Group, flew up to Guadalcanal to visit the unit; also Lieutenant-Colonel Ratu J. L. V. Sukuna, C.B.E., the leading chief of Fiji. Ratu Sukuna, (now Sir La La), a member of the Fiji Executive and Legislative Councils, is very well known in New Zealand. He attended Wanganui Collegiate School from 1903 to 1906, then went to Oxford University, where he gained a degree in Law. During the last war he served first with the French Foreign Legion, and later with the Fiji Labour Corps, and he was decorated with the Medaille Militaire. His outstanding knowledge of the aspirations of both the Europeans and his own race, makes him a leading figure in guiding the destiny of the Fijians. Ratu Sukuna brought with him a large quantity of yanggona root, because the proper yanggona is not grown in 

the Solomons. He spent several days at Aola, and there was a great deal of kava drinking which boosted the Fijians' morale.

        
The Fijians felt the need of recreational facilities at night as much as the New Zealanders. When at base camp the men would lie naked under mosquito nets just sweating and thinking until they got to sleep in the cool, early hours of the morning. When out on patrol sleep was no problem; one could curl up at the base of a tree, and in spite of being wet, go to sleep from sheer exhaustion.

        
For a few weeks shortly after their arrival on Guadalcanal, the Fijians had shown signs of home sickness. They had never migrated far from their villages before, and when the novelty of being overseas had worn off they became restless and did childish things. A few threatened to burn down the guard-house, and others took some hens from the local natives: this was unusual for a Fijian who is normally a very honest man. These fits of restlessness were not serious, and they soon recovered from them. The Fijians also found it difficult to adjust themselves to a completely tinned diet; they longed for a good meal of dalo.

        
A schooner visited Aola once a week, and the administrative staff spent a lot of time on the move between base camp and Teneru. Administration had to be duplicated to supply and operate patrols in so many different places at once.

        
A short lull in patrols during June provided time for a Court of Enquiry and Board of Survey concerning the equipment lost or worn out. Fiji Brigade Group was still working on a system of "peace accounting," and every emergency ration and field dressing had to be accounted for individually. It took several days' hard work on the part of officers and NCOs to accumulate the information necessary for the Board to write off a few shillings' worth of equipment.

        
Crocodile hunting became a pastime of the commandos when at base camp, and one crocodile was killed at the mouth of the Aola River after numerous attempts on its life. Captain Tripp had put a pistol shot into one without effect, and traps had been set several times; but it finally took the concerted effort of a whole patrol to shoot one dead. Most of the commandos were on Guadalcanal several months before 

they set eyes on a crocodile. This fact accounted for their apparent bravery when crossing rivers: one look at these ugly reptiles is enough to make anyone croc-conscious. Solomon natives use canoes to cross streams; or wade out to the sand bar at the mouths of rivers, to avoid crocodiles. But the commandos did not always have time to deviate, so they plunged into the muddy water and swam like hell with a prayer on their lips.

        
On 16th June, the commandos witnessed part of the greatest air battle ever fought over Guadalcanal, and one commando patrol, which was on reconnaissance in the mountains at the back of Henderson Field, had a grandstand view. It was a fine afternoon, and the Japanese force, estimated at sixty bombers and sixty fighters, came in to raid Henderson Field from several directions. A hundred American planes went up to intercept the enemy, but while they were engaged over the northern coast of the Island, another Japanese wave swept in from the south and did some damage to the airfield; it also scored hits on two ships standing off the beach at Lunga. However, it was a field day for the American pilots, and Zeros could be seen floating down by the dozen; from a distance the speed was deceptively slow as they fell from twenty thousand feet. Japanese planes that escaped after running out of ammunition were caught farther north by an American task force which was returning to Guadalcanal. This task force had not located a target during the day, so it still had ammunition which it used to great advantage on the enemy. The Americans subsequently claimed that they had shot down one hundred and seven Japanese planes for a loss of only six of their own, and judging by the portion of the battle that took place over Guadalcanal, the commandos were not as sceptical about the disproportionate figures as they might have been.

        
During June a unique sports meeting was held at Aola. There were, besides the various European nationalities, three native races competing. It was probably the first time the Tongans, Fijians and Solomon Islanders had been brought together in a large group for such an occasion, and competition was exceedingly keen. The natives wanted to enter in every raee even though there were no prizes offered: one Fijian 

broke his collar bone in a keen contest. Uraia, the doctor, won the high jump at five-foot-six without one practice jump as preliminary training. The tug-of-war went to the Tongans, who narrowly defeated the little Solomon Islanders in this, the most exciting event of the day. The tournament was rounded off with a coconut-tree climbing contest, and Kelemeti, a Fijian won this event easily. He literally ran up the tree, knocked the nut off, and slid down the sixty foot trunk almost as fast as the nut fell—only at the cost of attending the R.A.P. for a week afterwards. A concert was held the same night, but the men were so exhausted, that they were glad to cut it short and go to bed.

        
The Guerrilla Gazette had not been published for several months because of pressure of work, but it was again produced on Guadalcanal with the assistance of the duplicating machine at XIV U.S. Corps H.Q. The intelligence section also produced a daily news sheet of world events taken from the radio. This news sheet was sometimes translated into Fijian: the Tongans could read English fairly well, and it was not considered worthwhile to translate the news into the Solomon Island language, because these natives were too primitive to grasp the facts of a world war.

        
The Americans had many operations mapped out for the commandos, but they could not always give the date of commencement until the last minute. It was known that the Americans were about to make another advance in the Solomons, but it was late in June when Captain Tripp was officially advised to prepare half of his unit for an attack on New Georgia in the centre of the Solomons Group.
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Chapter XIII


New Georgia—Jungle Fighting In Earnest

        

Captain Tripp's patrols were prepared to move at an hour's notice, and during these anxious moments the commandos packed round the wireless transmitter while the intelligence sergeant deciphered each message that arrived. The suspense was relieved when the "Operation Order" arrived. on 24th June. D day for the commandos was to be 2nd July; this gave the NCOs seven days in which to discuss the plan of action and make additional adjustments to their equipment for the assault on New Georgia.

        
The Operation Order was very comprehensive and had the initial movements of the unit detailed; but the New Zealanders, from past experience of operation orders, discussed the situation from every angle and provided for every contingency. This provision of conditioning their minds against unexpected changes made the commando very adaptable during the campaign later on. These very well laid plans anticipated the capture of Munda airfield within ten days, but it subsequently took 35 days; they also assumed that the Onaiavesi Passage would be used only in the initial stages, and that enough territory would be secured in a few days to allow an easier supply route to be taken; this assumption eventually proved to be wrong as the passage had to be used for the whole thirty-five days of the campaign. In theory two regiments of 43 U.S. Division were to form a four thousand yard front on the Bariki River, then sweep forward onto the Munda Field. The commandos were to patrol from the right flank to the Munda Field, behind the Japanese lines, and keep the Americans informed of any outflanking attempt on the part of the enemy. It was estimated that there were over five thousand Japanese garrisoned within a four mile arc of 




[image: ]


Munda Field. This foreknowledge of the enemy's strength was exceedingly valuable, and was the result of the work of a New Zealander, Captain D. G. Kennedy, D.S.O., a member of the Solomon Islands Civil Administration, who had been on New Georgia throughout the Japanese occupation. He kept the American Command supplied with details of the Japanese movements up to the last minute before the American attack took place.

        
The small intelligence section of First Commando was hard pressed to provide maps for each patrol leader, but it was helped considerably by the generosity of 43 U.S. Division. As the commandos used maps to greater advantage than any other infantry unit, the Americans supplied them with more than their quota of the latest hasty-terrain and photo maps. The New Zealanders studied the maps and photos, until they had a complete picture of the Munda area in their minds.

        
The commandos were to carry all their equipment on their backs, and each man was allowed a certain amount of discretion as to what he carried besides his five days' rations.

        
The unit could not obtain green dye for the light khaki battle-dress issued to the Fijians, so they were supplied with American camouflaged jungle-suits. This was a very necessary precaution, apart from the camouflage value, as there was the danger of looking like the Japanese. They wore New Zealand leather boots, which were found to be superior for all round purposes; the canvas and rubber jungle-boots used by the Americans made the feet sore after a few hours walking. Tin hats and respirators were taken as far as the beachhead, but they were not worn on patrol. The New Zealand type of steel helmet is not as good as theAmerican one in the bush; though it is useful in air-raids, for protection against the falling shrapnel that showers down from anti-aircraft barrages. The New Zealand tin hat flops about too much and destroys vision when scrambling through the undergrowth; and unless it is well covered it also rings out like the Bells of St. Mary's when hit by branches — silence is golden in jungle warfare. The commandos bristled with automatic weapons by this time, and they had plenty of confidence in them because of the amount of practice they had had on 
Guad-

alcanal —ammunition was plentiful in the forward areas. They carried Owen guns, rifles, pistols, and grenades.

        
On 1st July the radio news announced that the American Forces had landed on Rendova Island just off the mainland of New Georgia and about six miles across the water from the Munda Field. The American forces had wiped out the small garrison of about sixty Japanese and had established a headquarters in this Island. To the commandos waiting at Aola it seemed that they had been left out of the show, and that by the time they arrived on the scene all the enemy would be gone. A few days later, however, their keenness to fight the Japanese was more than gratified: the commandos' dream—though it turned out to be a nightmare—came true. On 2nd July, an American destroyer, the U.S. 
Talbot arrived at Aola Bay and half the unit embarked. There was a storm during the process, and the commandos were soaking wet before they scrambled out of the Higgin's boats on to the destroyer. This was unfortunate as the clothing was destined to stay in a wet state for the next few weeks. At this time the drenched clothing did not worry the commandos; they were elated at the prospect of events which would at least break the monotony of the life they had been leading. The party comprised twenty-three New Zealanders, two Englishmen, seventeen Tongans, eight-seven Fijians, and one Solomon Islander.

        
The eleven-hour voyage to New Georgia was an experience in itself. The destroyer travelled on her own and relied on her speed to get her out of trouble. Three Japanese warships headed towards the 
Talbot late in the afternoon, but eventually turned away from her course. The commandos sat on deck and thoroughly enjoyed the turn of speed. They also enjoyed three of the best meals they had had for a long time, and they joked about the American Navy feeding them up for the kill.

        
At midnight the 
Talbot hove to outside the Onaiavisi Passage, which was the entrance to the Roviana Lagoon. The commandos climbed down the rope ladders into the Higgin's boats—they were so loaded with equipment that if any one of them had fallen into the sea he would have sunk like a stone to the bottom. They landed on Baraulu Island where 

they met some Americans who had landed the night before. The Americans had frightened a Japanese machine-gun detachment away from the passage entrance; fourteen of the Japanese had retreated eastwards along Baranlu Island, and the others, estimated at about sixty, had retreated westwards along Sasavele and Roviana islands. There had been little action yet, but two men had been accidently shot during the night. It was too dark to distinguish friend from foe even if touching one another, and it was necessary for only one trigger-happy person to discharge his rifle for the whole camp to begin blazing at any dim shape that moved. The commandos sat on the water's edge waiting for daylight to reveal their surroundings.

        
The commandos' first job was to clear the small islands of Baraulu, Sasavele, and Roviana before crossing the lagoon to the mainland. Some local natives were on the spot with their canoes, and the Tongan patrol, with a New Zealand sergeant, took advantage of these to speed across the Roviana Lagoon to the other end of Baraulu Island to cut off the retreating Japanese; this was on 3rd July. It was no easy task persuading the Solomon Islanders to carry the commandos across the lagoon for they were obviously scared. Nevertheless, Ken Crass succeeded after protracted arguments in pidgin English, and they set out in three boats. The sun was shining out of a clear sky, and it was difficult to believe that war was so close, and that Japanese were lurking somewhere in the dozens of little jungle-covered islands about them; the lagoon was glassy calm. Then suddenly there was a roar of aeroplanes sweeping over the lagoon, and the commandos' hearts stood still for a moment as they strained their necks and their eyes to identify the craft. The planes turned out to be American, and a moment later the commandos witnessed the spectacle of dive bombers going into action over the Munda Airfield a few miles away. The commandos counted dozens of planes as they dived down through the Japanese anti-aircraft flak; they could even see the bombs dropping, it was such a clear day. Not one of the planes was shot down. The fireworks were over in a few minutes, and the canoes paddled on until they reached the north-eastern end of Baraulu where they landed. The Solomon Islanders would not 

wait with the canoes unless six of the Tongans stayed behind to protect them; this reduced the patrol to twelve men. The patrol continued on foot around the easternmost tip of the island until it reached a deserted village where the Japanese were suspected to be. They surrounded the village and gradually closed in, but an intensive search revealed that the enemy had already escaped to the mainland. The patrol then returned to the canoes and paddled back to the passage just before dark. If they had not managed to return to the American camp before nightfall, they would have had to wait until the morning to return, because the American guards could not afford to take chances on men approaching from the enemy's direction in the dark.

        
The same day Captain Tripp and the remainder of the commandos set off in a westerly direction on Sasavele Island, and continued as far as Sturdy Point on Roviana Island without sighting the enemy. They bivouacked the night there, and were joined by a platoon of Americans who came along the coast by Higgin's boat because they said that they could not keep up with the commandos walking. This party, now about a hundred and thirty strong, continued to the western extremity of Roviana Island, where they found ample evidence of a very recent hasty retreat by the Japanese. The Americans proposed placing field guns on this point, which was only three miles from Munda Field, and a wireless message was sent back to U.S. Headquarters saying that it was safe to bring the guns forward. To save time it was intended that the commandos should return to the Onaiavisi Passage in the Higgin's boats that brought up the artillery. They were in the middle of embarking when the Japanese started shelling them from Munda. Lieutenant Masefield got his patrol away in one of the boats, but Captain Tripp and the rest were forced to take cover in the bush. 
Ben Masefield got back to the Passage the same day, but Captain Tripp's party decided to walk, and it was noon of the following day before they reached the Passage. No one was wounded by the Japanese shells.

        
In the meantime the American forces had landed on the mainland at Zanana, seven miles from Munda, without opposition. Captain Scherrer, intelligence officer for 43 U.S. 
Divis-

ion to which the commandos were attached, made the beachhead with some of his intelligence staff and a reconnaissance platoon—a party of about forty men. The original plan included many more assault troops, but as these were held up, Captain Scherrer used his initiative. Knowing that the Japanese had been taken completely by surprise on the outer island, Captain Scherrer was right in his assumption that the Japanese would withdraw their small detachment at Zanana in the same way as they had withdrawn their detachment at the Passage entrance.

        
A battalion landed at Zanana the day after Captain Scherrer and a New Zealand sergeant also landed and reported to Captain Scherrer on 4th July. Communication was poor between Zanana, the Passage and the Force Headquarters on Rendova Island, and the New Zealander had to explain what was happening on the outer islands to hold up the commandos. Captain Seherrer was anxious to move forward while the Japanese were off balance, but he was waiting for the commandos to feel out the Japanese positions.

        
The Japanese had retreated to their main defence positions around the Munda Field, but one Japanese had been captured the first day. Because Captain Scherrer had nowhere to put this prisoner over night, he and another officer had slept with their arms around the Japanese. When the New Zealander arrived on the scene the next morning the prisoner was pleading to be shot. The Japanese could not speak much English, and it seemed that he distrusted the excellent treatment he was receiving: most Japanese prisoners in the Guadalcanal campaign had been nervous at first, but they soon became calm when they realised that they were not going to be tortured.

        
The American battalion decided to move forward to the Bariki River on 4 July and the Tongan platoon, which was brought across to the mainland, went forward with the battalion. The battalion made a track through the swamp along the coast to the mouth of the Bariki, a distance of three miles. A patrol of five Japanese attacked one American company on the way and the Americans mowed the enemy down before they could do any damage. These five Japanese had crept to within three yards of the Americans yet they were 

killed before they could throw their grenades. The Americans got such a shock at their first success that the company commander was a bit dazed and he asked the New Zealand sergeant, who was escorting the Tongans up to the river, what to do next. The New Zealander, like the rest of those present, felt pretty squirmish in the stomach but, having a naturally ruddy complexion compared with the pale Americans, he appeared to have all the confidence in the world. The bodies of the Japanese appeared as pathetic as the wax like animals in a butcher's shop. None of them were over five feet and their limp delicate hands appeared incapable of wielding a lethal weapon. The New Zealander searched the bodies for identification discs and documents which were sent back to Force Headquarters for the language section to deal with. One American got a sabre from the Japanese officer who was killed but most of the men were not feeling like collecting souvenirs.

        
After the American battalion had set up a perimeter defence system on the eastern bank of the Bariki, the Tongan Patrol reconnoitred the immediate vicinity and bivouacked in front without seeing any enemy. They awoke next morning to find that some Japanese had spent the night quite close to them. The Tongans and the Japanese realised what had happened at the same time and both parties took cover to give themselves time to size up the situation. In taking cover a Tongan and a Japanese dived behind the same tree. In the excitement of the moment the Japanese was not quite sure what nationality the Tongan was so he asked the Tongan whether he was Japanese or American. The Tongan wasted no time in answering with a bullet. The rest of the Japanese withdrew at the sound of the shot and the Tongans returned to the Battalion's headquarters. They reported the location of the enemy party but nothing further, was done about the matter.

        
After seeing the amount of supplies that the battalion had abandoned on the wayside as it ploughed its way through the mud to the Bariki, the New Zealand sergeant returned to Captain Scherrer, who was still at the beach-head, and suggested that supplies should be taken along the coast in the native canoes. A message was sent to the Onaiarisi passage 

for Lieutenant Masefield to bring the canoes and his patrol.

        
Across to the mainland where he arrived at mid-day on 5 July. Captain Scherrer proposed to establish an advanced headquarters in the upper reaches of the Bariki River and, if possible, to set up his wireless transmitter on. high ground for better reception. With this in view a party comprising thirty commandos and a dozen Americans set off along the Munda Trail at one o'clock. They were compelled to advance in single file along this well-defined track because of the gear they were carrying: in addition to their personal equipment the Americans were carrying the wireless transmitter, receiver, and generator, and the commandos were carrying extra gear belonging to the Tongans. The party had hardly covered a mile in the silent jungle when all hell broke loose. The enemy had a machine gun set up on the track and opened fire on the Americans who were in front at the time. The Americans threw grenades and went to ground and the Japanese withdrew along the track about a hundred yards, probably to get into a better position to assess the strength of the opposing force. 
Ben Masefield took advantage of this lull in the fighting to organize the commandos attack. After a quick whispered conference he took the lead and the New Zealand NCOs took charge of the flanks. They then went forward again with the Americans in the middle. 
Ben Masefield got his first shot in at a few yards range and the fighting continued at close quarters. The Japanese threw many grenades which, made a tremendous noise but hurt no one. The commandos withheld their fire as much as possible while they tried to work round the enemy's flank, but each time they closed in the Japanese withdrew. The commandos formed a closed perimeter with each man keeping two or three yards contact with the man on either side of him. They advanced in this circular formation to guard against ambushes. Visibility was limited to less than ten yards in this part of the jungle and the men in the rear could tell when the fight was working round to their side only by the direction of the bullets cutting the undergrowth about them. There seemed to be about fifteen Japanese and although they did a lot of yelling out, they exposed themselves so little that it was impossible to get a proper bead on them.

        


        
The commandos had trained themselves to shoot only when they had something to shoot at and their silence had the Japanese bluffed. The enemy could see them creeping round their flanks and they threw everything they had at the commandos—there were grenades and rifle and machine gun bullets everywhere—it seemed amazing that anyone could avoid being hit with so much lead flying about. But the dark, dirty, stinking jungle does have its compensations in providing cover from fire and view. The Japanese would not hold to their positions and it was obvious that they kept retreating for fear of being outflanked: they were mystified by the commando tactics because they were used to the Americans methods. The Americans usually go forward behind a blaze of fire, just shooting at anything, and count on their firepower to get them through.

        
The aim in this type of fighting is to outflank the opposition while safeguarding yourselves against ambushes. If it is not possible to get at your enemy from the side, you have to root him out from behind cover with grenades. Rifle fire from the front is not effective with such good cover as the jungle affords, but a grenade thrown past the tree concealing an enemy will probably get him with the cross, burst.

        
The commandos continued to try to work their way around the side of the Japanese but the enemy kept retreating about a hundred yards at a time. The commandos stacked the surplus gear near the track in the hope of speeding up their advance to catch the Japanese but the enemy retreated faster and faster after each engagement. When it was nearly dark the commandos decided to pursue him no longer; it was too late to set up their headquarters in the upper reaches of the Bariki so they turned off the Munda trail to the mouth of the river where they made their headquarters with the battalion that was bivouacked in the swamp.

        
The fight had lasted intermittently for three hours, with the commandos pushing the Japanese back nearly two miles, yet the commandos fired less than a hundred rounds and threw about five grenades; The Japanese, on the other hand, fired something like a thousand rounds and threw over twenty grenades; they may have been using a two inch mortar as well but the commandos could not distinguish the sounds of 

the various Japanese weapons with certainty at this stage. There were also the distracting noises of bombs dropping on the Munda area in the distance, and there were two thunder-storms during the afternoon.

        
The Fijians were bewildered by. the noise of the battle but they had had enough training to do the right thing automatically, and they followed their six New Zealand NCOs very well considering their emotions. They were badly shaken late in the afternoon when one of their number, Emosi, received a bullet wound in the shoulder. They were quite certain that Emosi was dead and they would not go near him. A New Zealand sergeant rushed over to the wounded man, stopped the flow of blood, bandaged him up and got him to his feet, much to Emosi's own surprise. The other Fijians then came forward and made a stretcher to carry the wounded man to the battalion aid station.

        
The Europeans in the party also felt the mental strain of their first encounter, but at no stage did they lose their self control. They of course had the advantage over the Fijians, in that their minds were fully occupied in controlling their sections. Having to worry about others prevented them from worrying about their own self-preservation — a bit. The Americans and New Zealanders also had behind them a background of general education: they knew that there was a limit to the machine-gun fire; they knew when the Japanese were reloading and when to take risks; and they also had the comforting thought that the American battalion was not so very far away. The Fijians had no means of orienting themselves: they could not read maps, and as far as they were concerned they were just in a clump of jungle miles and miles from home. They left it entirely to their New Zealand leaders to guide them in the right direction until they became familiar with the locality. The fear aroused in them because of Emosi's wound was understandable, because in training they had had no way of gauging the difference between a shot that would kill and a shot that would merely wound.

        
It is not known what casualties the enemy suffered that afternoon beyond some wounded: the commandos escaped with their one casualty principally because of the poor 
marks-

manship of the enemy and the inferiority of the Japanese grenade.

        
When it was decided to head off south to the mouth of the Bariki River, there was no time to go back along the track to get the extra gear. Some Tongans went out to get their packs at daylight next day but found a number of Japanese guarding them. There were not enough Tongans in the party to attack the enemy, so the packs were not recovered until several days later when the Japanese were pushed back from this area.

        
The battalion had settled down in its bivouac in the swamp unmolested by the enemy. This battalion was waiting for two other battalions to get into position on the Bariki before it started any action. However, the two other battalions were held up on Rendova Island for three days, reforming after the severe casualties they had sustained in an air-raid. These battalions had just landed on Rendova on 1st July, when Japanese bombers caught them before they had dug their fox-holes. This was indeed a stroke of misfortune for the Americans; it upset the whole time-table, and when the attack eventually began, the Japanese had recovered from their surprise.

        
On 6th July Ben Mase field led a patrol into enemy territory behind the Munda Airfield. This patrol crossed many tracks en route but saw no enemy. They finally set up a bivouac overlooking the Bairoko-Munda trail which would be the route of enemy evacuation or reinforcement, depending on what the Japanese decided to do. Thus this patrol, living five miles inside enemy territory, was to send back information that would give the Americans the key to the whole progress of campaign.

        
During the morning Captain Tripp's party arrived at the Bariki, and unit headquarters was set up inside the American perimeter, which became the front line a few hours later. It had been hoped that commando headquarters would be set up apart from the American units, so that the men could get some sleep when they returned from their long patrols behind the enemy lines. This idea had to be abandoned because communication was poor, and the commandos had to report the results of their reconnaissance directly to the American 
com-

manders in the front line, otherwise the information would be old and useless before the Americans could act upon it.

        
The American battalion intended sending out a company to clean out the Japanese that the commandos had fought on the Munda trail the previous day, but they delayed doing this until the afternoon. By this time the Japanese had recovered from their surprise and, with reinforcements, had firmly established themselves on a knoll a few hundred yards north of the battalion, and on the same side of the river.

        
Several commandos guided the American company to the enemy on the knoll, and the fight for Munda really began. A regular front could not be maintained in the thick bush, and there were small groups fighting in all directions. The enemy got right in behind the battalion bivouac and showered the area with lead; they also cut the telephone wire leading back to the beach-head. There were no troops stationed within the three mile stretch between the beach-head and the battalion on the Bariki to prevent this infiltration. Three Tongans, Inukia'agana, Mahe, and Vave, killed five of the enemy and helped to carry back the wounded Americans. Vave received bullets in the calf of each leg and two in the upper arm, yet he returned to the first-aid station unassisted.

        
The fighting quietened down towards dark, but the Japanese harassed the battalion bivouac all night. They would scream out in imitation of a man being knifed, to make the Allies jittery and shoot one another in the dark; they would also try to draw fire from the men on the perimeter then toss a grenade near the muzzle-flash. All these old tricks, though they had been fully anticipated, were very effective, and half a dozen Japanese could keep a battalion awake all night quite easily. It is possible to smell Japanese a few yards away in the dark, but this gives no sense of direction, and the only thing to do is to sit tight in your fox-hole until the enemy attacks, which is not very often. He cannot see in the dark any better than we can, but he uses the threat of attack to get his opponents knifing each other, and shooting wildly amongst themselves. The impulse to rise and strike at the enemy in the dark is exceptionally strong at first, but the jungle soldier learns the futility of such action and remains 
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in his fox-hole—suppressing the uncomfortable feeling of impotence.

        
On 7th July the battle continued at daylight. The Americans tried to shift the enemy from his prepared positions on top of the knoll with mortar bombs, but when the infantry withdrew to allow for the barrage, he followed them down the hill, then returned to his dug-outs as soon as the barrage was lifted. Thus any advance that day was not possible.

        
During the previous night Japanese snipers had penetrated the battalion bivouac and had concealed themselves in trees; an. easy thing to do during the thunder-storms which were so frequent. These snipers would lie doggo in the day-time until the shooting on the perimeter rose in a crescendo, then they would have a pot-shot at someone well exposed in the clearing. These snipers were not exceptional markmen but they produced the desired effect on morale. They were so cunningly concealed with green nets draped over them, that it was not always possible to see them when looking straight up at them; even the Fijians with their remarkable eyesight found it difficult. The Americans found shot-guns useful for locating them: a burst of buck-shot up each tree exploded any theory that the Japanese are indifferent to pain.

        
Two commando patrols went on a six-hour reconnaissance of the enemy positions beyond the Bariki, and one of these returned with a negative report while the Other brought information of Japanese reinforcements coming around the American flank. The density of the bush and the nature of the country may be gauged by the fact that these commando patrols were operating only a few hundred yards apart, yet one patrol penetrated several miles into enemy territory without seeing a single Japanese. Patrols returning with negative reports supplied just as important information to the American Intelligence as the patrols that struck the enemy: it was necessary to know where the enemy was and where he was not. It was the intention of the American force to advance where there was no enemy, because they could not move three battalions, lock, stock and barrel, through the jungle, if the men had to do a lot of fighting at the same time. All patrols required the same skill and daring. The usual practice of a long range patrol, was to leave the Bariki travelling several 

hundred yards back towards Zanana, then turn north behind the fighting area, cross the Munda trail, then turn west and march by compass and map to the area beyond the Bariki and behind the Munda Airfield. The commandos could prowl around the Japanese bivouacs without being detected, more freely four miles inside the enemy's area, where he least expected them, than they could a few hundred yards from the fighting area.

        
The second American battalion arrived at the Bariki at the height of a battle on 7th July, and when this unit heard the shooting on the flank it rushed into the first battalion's bivouac. The Americans manning the perimeter defences, thought it was a battalion of Japanese charging them through the undergrowth from the rear, so they stampeded towards the river. Some Fijians and a couple of New Zealanders, not knowing what it was all about, foolishly did likewise. This mob might have been still going if Captain Tripp had not stopped the rot. Though he could not see the cause of the panic, Captain Tripp stood up with some of his NCOs Avho held their ground. He then yelled out above the din of battle "Get back in your bloody fox-holes and stay there!" Such was the command of his voice that he stemmed the tide, and they all returned to their positions; no doubt mortified when they discovered that they had been frightened by their own comrades.

        
The American battalion had run out of rations and the small commando unit supplied them with all it could spare. The first of the commandos' reserve supply of ammunition and food was brought along the coast in the native canoes. When the canoes reached the mouth of the Bariki, the Solom on Islanders, hearing the noise of the battle, jumped out and fled through the swamp back to the beach-head. The New Zealand NCOs, who could handle canoes as efficiently as any native, carried on up the river and the rations were shared with the American units, some of which had been without rations for twenty-four hours. The first lot of wounded were evacuated in these canoes, and in the next few days the commando quartermasters ran a transport service that was pre-eminent until the American engineers made the Munda trail into a jeep road.

        


        
On 8th July three commando patrols went out beyond the Bariki river, and 
Ben Masefield sent back a report from the Bairoko trail.

        
The third American battalion arrived at the Bariki, and the Japanese were finally pushed off the knoll and back across the river. The Americans were now astride the Munda trail. Commando headquarters shifted to 169 Regimental Command Post near the Munda trail, and the next day two commando patrols went out and located the positions to which the Japanese had retreated, about a thousand yards to the north-west of the American camp.

        
The same day one of the Fijians, who was helping the quartermaster at Zanana, assisted some Americans in the capture of five unarmed Japanese who had swum in from an island in the Roviana Lagoon. These prisoners were weak and hungry, and had been part of the force that had eluded the commandos when the unit first landed on the outer islands.

        
The campaign was now a week old, and after a brilliant start in the first few days, it had settled down to a war of attrition with no spectacular successes. The Americans had been pounding the Munda area day and night with shells from the artillery based on Rendova Island six miles away; at night the Navy stood off Munda Point and helped the artillery; and in the day-time American dive-bombers penetrated the Japanese ack-ack to keep the airfield well out of working order. The effect of this softening up process did not, as it was hoped, drive the enemy off the island, but forced him into the jungle where he fought desperately with the American infantry. The little artillery possessed by the Japanese was almost knocked out in the first few days, but enemy mortar fire was very effective. Mortars were the heaviest weapons that could be used near the front line because artillery or bombs from a distance Avere bound to hit friend and foe alike. Mortar observers on both sides had to climb trees, but even then they could see very little, and fire could be directed only at a few favourable targets. Later in the campaign, when the fighting was in the less thickly wooded area around Munda Airfield, artillery was used to greater advantage.

        


        
The Japanese soldier was prepared to die for his country if he had to. Nevertheless, he went to great pains to dig himself in and camouflage his positions. Commando patrols had to get right into the enemy bivouacs before they could see them. The Japanese snipers remained in the most uncomfortable positions for hours waiting for their enemy to move into their field of fire, but their attitude appeared to be one of resignation to their fate rather than well directed courage; on many occasions they threw away their lives pointlessly. They seemed small minded and depended on their officers to plan an attack; but they did not need the presence of their officers to carry out orders. The individual cunning they showed in harassing night tactics was probably taught them by their officers, because they were mostly stereotyped. The tactics continued to be effective because new men were arriving in the American lines every day, and all the foreknowledge in the world would not dispel the cold shivers that ran up your back for the first few nights of the actual experience. The Japanese who made the night attacks were a specially trained company, and in later weeks when these men were killed the ordinary Japanese infantry tried to do the same but they were notably unsuccessful.

        
The special Japanese company was helped by the fact that the American battalions had been in the same bivouac for several nights in succession, and so many saplings had been cut down to make shelters that the area was now an immense clearing which was easy to locate. This Japanese company captured some American grenades which it used to advantage too.

        
The Japanese were slower at changing their tactics than the Americans, and they were more vulnerable to surprise; this was probably due to their former easy successes where they always did the attacking, and had no need to be on the alert for counter attacks. The enemy was so badly caught off balance in the first few days of the New Georgia operation, that he did not have his artillery ranged on the narrow Onaivisi Passage through which thousands of troops poured. It was later found that the Japanese anticipated a frontal assault across the Munda Bar.

        
The usual reaction of the Japanese infantry on contact, 

was to fight back agressively irrespective of the size of the opposing force, but their determination was not inexhaustible. Their reputation for audacity rests on a few exceptional cases. The snipers who had the extreme boldness to squat in trees inside the American bivouacs, were the exception to the rule; but a soldier needs to experience only one incident of this nature to stimulate his imagination and keep him cautious. The Japanese had not changed over from the 25 calibre to their later 7.7 millimetre weapons, and consequently their small bullets more often wounded than killed. The enemy sometimes yelled out to scare his foe, but this trick was only effective on the first encounter; after that it served to give his positions away. At times he threw grenades when there was no particular target, apparently demoralising his opponents with the noise alone. On occasions he cut off the tips of his bullets to make them more deadly and shorten the flight; the idea being that if he surrounded an enemy party there was less danger of hitting his own men. In the jungle there is no front line as there might be in open country. Infiltration made it a mix up of little fights everywhere. It was really guerrilla warfare all the time, and the commandos found that the most suitable fighting unit was about fifteen men, although situations varied considerably and sometimes larger numbers could be used. For reconnaissance work the number required to be as small as possible, but temperament had to be considered, and these patrols usually comprised at least four men. One man could move most freely around enemy bivouacs, but very few men had the self-possession necessary to do so; besides, one man's interpretation of what he saw might be coloured by his imagination, and a companion provided a check on it.

        
Fighting in the jungle is an eerie, terrifying experience, and it was especially so for many of the Americans who had not conditioned their minds to the claustraphobic influence of dense bush, apart from the warfare. To the New Zealanders and Fijians the jungle was second nature, and they felt more confident in its protection than if they had been exposed to open warfare such as in the desert. Even so, it was a nightmare at times.

        
It is difficult to describe the mixture of emotions that well up inside you during your first jungle battle: later 
ex-

perience dulls the senses somewhat. Fear predominates, though you can suppress it to some extent and show an outward calm—even force a grin at the next fellow. The worst periods are the lulls of a few minutes between exchanges of fire. The mind is in a state of excited, unpleasant expectancy; sweat oozes from every pore, and the muscles are tensed until natural fatigue forces them to relax. At moments of relaxation the mind seems to go blank and you want to go to sleep: this period probably lasts only a split second yet it seems hours. Another burst of machine-gun fire from somewhere and you are wide awake again, hugging the ground behind a tree or log with your heart-beats suddenly doubled. If fire is kept up for several minutes you become innured to a degree, and if there is no visible opponent to shoot at, you begin to take risks to see what is going on. In dodging from tree to tree the odds are a hundred to one that the enemy will miss you with his fire, but if you do it too often your ninety-nine chances must dwindle sooner or later.

        
Queer thoughts run through your brain—such as noting the dirt under your finger-nails; wondering what the lizard under your nose is thinking of the war situation, and so on, yet contrary to expectation you never think of home and mother. The only consistency in the heterogenous collection of thoughts is their relation to the present situation, and even this does not seem real at times; bullets whine past, but you cannot see them or feel them; you just see leaves slowly toppling over when their stems are severed. You can not tell how close you are to death until it is touching—then it is too late to worry.

        
Jungle warfare becomes a very personal affair between yourself and the enemy, who is so close at times that you can almost see the whites of his eyes. If you catch sight of his face once, the features are indelibly printed on your mind; and if you see it a second time it seems that you have known the man for years. In fact jungle warfare is so much of a man to man affair, that it strikingly reveals the true nature of war—murder.
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Chapter XIV


Critical Period Of Campaign

        

Lieutenant Masefield returned from the Bairoko trail on 9th July, and reported that the Japanese were not yet moving' in the direction of Bairoko. It appeared that the enemy was going to make a determined bid to retain the Munda Airfield.

        

Ben Masefield's patrol had been able to get a fair amount of sleep during the nights spent in the enemy's territory, and they were reasonably fresh compared with the rest of the commandos, who were now feeling the strain of a week without sleep: in addition to their arduous patrols in the day time the commandos had helped to man the perimeter defences at night.

        
The Japanese night attacks on the American bivouacs had been the worst feature of the campaign, and every morning dawned on a long line of casualties waiting to get knife wounds dressed. Many men suffered with war neuroses, and the casualties were being evacuated in hundreds every day. Malaria took its toll too. But by this time six battalions had arrived, and the Americans were building up a formidable weight of numbers against the Japanese. It was remarkable that the commandos did not suffer much with war neuroses, and not one commando was knifed during the whole campaign. It was to be expected with the large body of troops, such as the Americans now had in the jungle, that there would be a number of accidents; and the small Commando unit had a serious accident.

        
It was on the night of 9/10th July, when the Japanese made their strongest night attack in a desperate effort to repel the Americans. The enemy used many types of weapons —mortars, machine-guns, grenades, and knives—and they 

got so fanatically worked up that they entered the bivouacs, screaming and killing, until they themselves were killed in melee. During the night a Fijian, Sailosi, was killed by the accidental discharge of a sub-machine gun. He was the first commando to be killed, and he was buried next day by Lance-Corporal Osea.

        
Up till this time the commandos had led charmed lives; they had been in the thick of every battle, and they had had some very narrow escapes while out on patrol.

        
The Japanese who had not been slaughtered in the great night attack retired towards Munda, and the Americans were able to advance twelve hundred yards on 10th July. One patrol of commandos remained with 169 U.S. Regiment to patrol the right flank, while the main body of the commandos moved forward with 172 Regiment. This regiment set up a bivouac near the Munda trail, and two commando patrols went still further to feel out the enemy's positions. One of these patrols, comprising Lieutenant Masefield and four Tongans, located some enemy machine-gun nests at the junction of the Munda and Lambeti trails: two of the Tongans returned to headquarters at midday to report on the gun position. Half an hour later the other two Tongans of the patrol returned with shrapnel wounds, reporting that they had been caught in our own artillery barrage and that Lieutenant Masefield had been killed.

        

Ben Masefield's death was one of the worst blows the commandos sustained. The men were groggy with lack of sleep, and this sudden information hit their morale below the belt. The Tongans almost worshipped Ben, and no words could describe the admiration the New Zealanders held for him. Like the "Boss" he was a born leader, and his marksmanship was as deft as the legendary tales of Robin Hood's. Ben was not unlike this legendary figure either—in his specially made green suit and soft green hat pinned up at one side with a feather. Captain Tripp kept the men busy so that their minds would not dwell on the loss.

        
The section of the Munda trail that had been made into a jeep road was so muddy that half the fighting soldiers were fully engaged in bringing up supplies; and as the 
Ameri-

cans moved forward it became increasingly necessary to break through to the coast to obtain supplies by barge.

        
The Americans could not secure the area between the Zanana beach-head and the fighting troops now beyond the Bariki River. The Japanese were continually harassing the rear lines of communication.

        
It was during this critical stage of the battle for Munda that Captain Tripp and Captain Scherrer proved their exceptional qualities. Both men were similar in physique and temperament, and they had their emotions under perfect control at all times. "When other officers talked of withdrawing to shorten the supply line, Captain Tripp and 'Captain Scherrer stood out against this proposal, and pointed out that if the enemy once found out that the campaign was wavering in the balance, he would bring in reinforcements. And if the Americans once lost their foothold on New Georgia it would be very difficult to surprise the Japanese again, let alone combat the confidence that the enemy would gain.

        
During these very grim days and nights the 43 Division's effective fighting strength rapidly dwindled. New hope was aroused on 11th July, when. a commando patrol returned from a reconnaissance of the area between the 172 Regiment and the coast. This patrol of four Tongans led by 
Brian Ensor, left headquarters the previous day, and it managed to get through the Japanese positions to explore the beach at Laiana. It found the beach excellent for landing supplies. On Laiana Point the patrol was ambushed by the enemy, but it managed to extricate itself successfully after throwing a grenade which killed one of the Japanese and wounded several others. On the basis of Brian Elisor's report, the Americans decided to make a beach-head at Laiana.

        
The American infantry moved forward six hundred yards on this day. The commandos carried out numerous short patrols on both flanks of the American regiment, and it was during these short patrols that the commandos accounted for many isolated Japanese snipers.

        
On the afternoon of 12th July, Captain Tripp and twenty-eight other commandos began to lead the 172 Regiment south towards the Laiana beach. To avoid the enemy positions they cut off the corner between the Munda and Lambeti trails and 

struck the Lambeti trail further south. When nearing the coast, and just after the patrol had passed a clearing, a strong force of Japanese fired on them.

        
The 172 Regiment withdrew a short distance and bivouacked for the night, but the commandos, who were a hundred yards ahead of the main body, were cut off by the enemy's fire. The commandos tried to return to the American unit by a circuitous route, but they ran into even stronger Japanese positions. They fought a short but terrific battle for survival, and then split into small parties of twos and threes which spent the next twelve hours working their way slowly back to headquarters. At the height of the battle Lieutenant Henry Taliai, the Tongan officer, and Uraia, a Fijian, were killed. 
A New Zealand sergeant, George Conn, was also lost. George Conn was never seen again, in spite of a later intensive search, and he was presumed killed. The commandos accounted for a large number (estimated at forty) of Japanese killed and wounded as their shooting, even from the hip, had become surprisingly accurate as the result of much experience.

        
Late in the afternoon 172 Regiment was heavily attacked with mortar fire, and the commandos there suffered eleven casualties, one Fijian, Anare, being killed. Captain Scherrer was also wounded and had to be evacuated.

        
The commandos who eventually returned from the Japanese areas had some miraculous escapes. Allan Millar and "Wally Ashby ran into three enemy machine-guns at dusk. Fortunately the Americans were shelling this area, and the two New Zealanders travelled flat-out while the Japanese were ducking in their fox-holes; each time the barrage lifted the commandos lay low. This slow process of extrication went well until the moon rose and four Japanese spotted them. The Japanese closed in on the New Zealanders, but Allan Millar threw a grenade at them and he and Wally Ashby escaped without further trouble.

        
A Tongan of the party, Okusitino, stayed with Captain Tripp as long as he could but they ran into another party of Japanese, and in taking cover, the Tongan was struck on the back of the neck by something heavy and he was knocked unconscious. When he regained consciousness there were six 

or seven Japanese standing round him and he found that he had been stripped naked. The enemy spoke in Japanese, but seeing that Okusitino did not understand, they asked him if he were Japanese or American. Okusitino told them he was a Tongan and immediately one Japanese took a hip shot at him. Fortunately the shot missed its mark, and Okusitino saw a gap which he ran through as fast as he could. He was soon lost in the heavy foliage and further shots also missed. Okusitino had to run the gauntlet of another enemy bivouac before he could breathe freely again. He eventually found a quiet spot and stayed in it until the following dawn when he returned to headquarters dressed in a few jungle leaves.

        
During the main battle a Japanese machine-gun opened up on Captain Tripp at ten yards' range. Captain Tripp happened to be carrying an American Carbine which he was trying out for the first time—it was also the last for it failed to fire and he threw it at the Japanese. He then dived into the fern. The Japanese threw grenades all round him, and he ran back past George Conn who was then under good cover. Then a dozen Japanese came towards Captain Tripp from another direction, so he crouched in some undergrowth. One of the enemy came straight towards him; this one he shot with his automatic pistol. He then got back to his patrol and ordered them to withdraw, and it was at this stage that the patrol split up. Captain Tripp and some Tongans soon ran into more fire whereuopn they took cover and awaited for darkness.

        
At dusk, the Japanese, who had a rough idea of the position of the commandos, started shelling them with mortars. These shells forced them from their hiding places. After travelling half a mile they were about to bivouac for the night when they found that they were still in the middle of strong enemy positions. A Japanese jumped out of a foxhole and grabbed Captain Tripp round the waist, turning him square on to the hole. Another Japanese, in the fox-hole, laid his rifle across the first man's shoulder and fired. Captain Tripp was shooting the bottom man with his pistol when the top man was shooting him, and he fell over backwards with the impact of the bullet. The bullet did not penetrate the flesh as it was deflected by a clip of cartridges and a 
cig-

arettelighter, and Captain Tripp was able to shoot the other Japanese before he got to his feet again.

        
Other Japanese were firing at the Tongans, and by the time Captain Tripp got to his feet the rest of his party had disappeared in the jungle. The enemy were all around him by this time so he dived into some thick bush and lay doggo. After a while the enemy stopped hunting for him; but one Japanese crawled right up close to him and Captain Tripp expected trouble. After two anxious hours he could tell by the heavy breathing of the Japanese that the latter had gone to sleep. The enemy evidently thought that he had escaped for several of them were walking about their positions. Captain Tripp examined his wound, and found that the only ill effects of the enemy bullet were a hole burnt in his jungle suit, a slight burn in the chest from the muzzle-flash of the rifle, and some splinters from the bullet in his hand.

        
Captain Tripp began to ponder on the possibilities of escape; the moon was still shining brightly. The Americans began to shell the area and the Japanese got into their foxholes. He decided that the best way out was to pretend to be a Japanese. He got up and walked around boldly—to all outward appearances. To his relief he found that the Japanese took no notice of him; he actually stumbled over one fox-hole and a Japanese let out an oath. The ruse was working so well that he decided to look over the enemy positions. He visited their kitchens—regretting that he did not have some kerosene to pour over the rice—he then visited their mortar posts where gunners were sleeping all around, and he cut the telephone lines leading to these posts. By two or three o'clock in the morning he had worked his way right through the camp, and just as he was leaving he could see some of the enemy cooking an early breakfast with canned heat (little tins of fuel that burns without smoke). He then headed north through a swamp. At dawn he was challenged by five Fijians and one Tongan who had escaped by a similar route the day before. The physical exhaustion of the evening's work had left the commandos very hungry, but they were fortunate enough to find some rations which had been dropped by parachute in the wrong place for the Americans. The commandos had not carried food with them on this occasion, 

because it was a fighting patrol acting as spearhead for the battalion.

        
A few hours later they arrived back at the American regiment's headquarters, and Captain Tripp was able to give the American commander a clear picture of the enemy's positions. He also warned the Americans of the approach of a Japanese patrol for which the Americans laid a successful ambush. With the information thus obtained, the Americans soon pushed through to the coast, and the most important beach-head of the operation was made at Laiana.

      








Victoria University of Wellington Library




Pacific Commandos: New Zealanders and Fijians in Action. A history of Southern Independent Commando and First Commando Fiji Guerrillas

Chapter XV — Reinforcements





        

Chapter XV


Reinforcements

        

Thecommandos had now reached a serious state of exhaustion, and most of them were withdrawn to the little island of Bethleham in the Roviana Lagoon where they had enough security to sleep. Later, on 15th July, this party moved to Rendova Island. Captain Tripp, one sergeant and four Fijians remained at Laiana, and Sergeant MacKenzie's patrol remained operating with 169 U.S. Regiment.

        
Now that the Americans had established themselves at Laiana, only three miles from Munda, it looked as though the fight for the airfield had reached the final stage. But a strong force of Japanese reinforcements travelled across the hills from Bairoko and cut the American supply line between the fighting troops west of the Bariki and the original beach-head at Zanana. The area between the Zanana beach-head, which contained the headquarters of 43 Division, and the Laiana beach-head developed into a no-man's land but the commandos negotiated it frequently. At one stage a battalion of 172 Regiment was cut off from the main body of troops, and, becoming short of rations, it had to ransack the packs which the evacuated sick and wounded had left behind; the air force also dropped rations by parachute. After the Laiana beachhead was firmly established, the Americans blasted the coral inside the Roviana Lagoon and brought their Higgin's boats along the mainland coast from Zanana. The advance was partly held up because of this tortuous supply route.

        
In the meantime on Guadalcanal, Captain Williams prepared reinforcements from the rest of the First Commando there. The reinforcements included fourteen New Zealanders, eleven Tongans, forty Fijians, and twenty-three Solomon Islanders who arrived at Rendova Island on 16th July.
Cap-

tain Williams went across to Laiana to meet Captain Tripp, and the two officers returned to Rendova to regroup the unit. Because of the heavy enemy air-raids on Rendova and the lack of facilities there, the American aid station evacuated all casualties out of the war zone, and wounded commandos had been evacuated with Americans to any available hospitals in the South Pacific area. After leaving the aid station on Rendova by warship, or barge, commandos found themselves in hospitals in the following islands: Russell, Florida, Guadalcanal, New Hebrides, New Caledonia, and even back in Fiji. It was two months before the OC knew the definite location of some of his men, and then it was only because they wrote him personal letters. The Fijians of course were helpless in this respect unless they happened to be evacuated with a New Zealander. One of the Tongans, Inukika' agana, was returning to New Georgia from Guadalcanal on an LST when the ship was torpedoed. After a few hours in the water the Tongan was picked up by a Higgin's boat and returned to Guadalcanal. There were many ways in which men could be cut off from the unit with no New Zealander to look after them. When Captain Williams's reinforcement party was en route for New Georgia, two of the Fijians became ill with malaria and they had to be taken off the ship at the Russell Islands.

        
On 17th July, Captain Tripp and Captain Williams had a conference with XIV Corps Headquarters, now on Rendova Island, and it was decided that Captain Williams should take seventy commandos across to the New Georgia mainland while Captain Tripp was collecting the rest of his men.

        
Captain Williams's party arrived at Zanana late in the afternoon, and received orders to proceed immediately to Headquarters 43 Division as a large force of Japanese was approaching the area. The commandos manned the perimeter with the help of headquarters personnel including clerks, drivers, medical orderlies, and the like, who had not fired rifles since their basic training days. A very rapid refresher coursel in small arms took place as they settled down for a grim fight. The Command Post was attacked soon after dark. Screaming and yelling the Japanese rushed from the jungle in all directions. The commandos' Owen guns mowed the enemy down before any could penetrate the perimeter. The 

Fijians could see in the dark better than anyone else, and they not only stood up to the onslaught amazingly, but their shooting was deadly accurate. Tafa, a Tongan, shot a Japanese officer whose body was not recovered by the enemy, and on the officer were found documents giving the full strength of the Japanese force and details of their mission. Tafa and others were covering the Munda Trail down which many of the enemy charged, and when the Japanese had been forced to retire, there was a pall of smoke from the long burst of machine-gun fire. The Japanese officer was unable to see Tafa's fox-hole, and he approached with his sword in one hand and a grenade in the other; he was about six feet from the fox-hole when he received the burst from Tafa's Owen gun.

        
The Japanese kept on attacking most of the night and dragging away their dead and wounded, but they were finally beaten back by accurate shell-fire from Rendova Island. In the morning thirty-four Japanese dead were found: these had been too close to the perimeter for the enemy to retrieve. The American casualties were light and the commandos were hardly scratched.

        
On 18th July Captain Williams made his headquarters with 43 Division's Command Post; one patrol was retained for local protection. Another patrol led a company of 148 Regiment to ascertain the line of the Japanese retreat. One of the Tongans was wounded when this patrol met the enemy beyond the Bariki River but after a slight skirmish the party disengaged and returned to Zanana that night.

        
The same day Lieutenant Harper, Sergeant Collins and thirteen Fijians successfully negotiated the enemy positions to relieve Sergeant MacKenzie's patrol at 169 Regimental Command Post which was now near the Munda trail a thousand yards west of the Bariki. In fighting his way out the next day, Sergeant MacKenzie had one member of his patrol killed; this was Isimeli, a Fijian.

        
Another commando patrol began a long range reconnaissance of the enemy positions north of 169 Regimental Command Post. American units were being cut off by the infiltration of enemy reinforcements, and the position was so desperate when Captain Tripp returned to the mainland on 

19th July, that he had to make up as many patrols as he could for attachment to American units. This meant cutting-down the size of each patrol to about four natives and one New Zealander. There were plenty of natives available but not sufficient New Zealanders to lead them: and there were no Fijians who could work on their own. The Fijians could have gone out into enemy territory and returned easily without a European, but as they could not locate the positions of the enemy on a map afterwards, their reconnaissance would have been useless. The New Zealanders had sound military knowledge and experience by this time and they knew what to look for. The American commanders committed hundreds of troops to action on the basis of the New Zealanders' reports; the commandos therefore had a grave responsibility. Captain Tripp's numerous small patrols were all over the enemy's territory day and night, and they kept the Americans supplied with vital information. Because of the lack of New Zealanders they were unable to harass the Japanese, and their job was mainly one of observation; nevertheless they cut every Japanese telephone wire they came across. When the patrols spent nights in American bivouacs they helped to man the perimeter defences against the continued Japanese night attacks. During these few nights the commandos accounted for several enemy without loss to themselves.

        
The 43 U.S. Division had suffered severe casualties by this time and 37 U.S. Division came in to assist it. On 23rd July the commandos were attached to 37 Division. The First Commando had been associated with this American division in Fiji, and renewal of friendships under the present conditions were often dramatic. It was an advantage too knowing the commanding officers. In the jungle it was suicidal to wear badges of rank, for the Japanese snipers were always after the leaders. New Zealand sergeants often told American colonels what to "bloody well do," not realising to whom they were speaking—then there were times when they only pretended that they did not know. The American senior officers were always approachable and co-operative, and they frequently asked the New Zealanders for suggestions regarding the plan of action. The New Zealanders did in fact know much of what the Japanese were doing and all that the 
Ameri-

cans were trying to do. It was therefore useful for a New Zealander to be present whenever possible, at conferences of the American commanders: one general held up his conference for over an hour waiting for a New Zealand sergeant to report.

        
The 37 Division made its headquarters forward of Laiana beach-head as it was now realised that it was hopeless trying to conduct the rapidly changing jungle strategy without the commander right on the scene of action.

        
Captain Tripp received news of his promotion: he had been a major for over a month without knowing it. He now made his headquarters with the Divisional Command Post and patrols were attached to various American regiments. These patrols paved the way for the American advance on the veritable fortress of coral built up by the Japanese around the airfield. The enemy pill-boxes had layers of logs and coral over them, and a direct hit from a mortar bomb had little effect on the occupants. The infantry had to roll grenades down the tunnels at the rear of these pill-boxes, because the frontal apertures were only large enough for the muzzle of a machine-gun. One commando patrol, which was leading a unit of 161 Regiment, completely knocked out a pill-box with a grenade perfectly lobbed by Iowani Naqamu. This same patrol guided an American mortar and rifle platoon into an excellent position from which the Americans routed a strong force of Japanese.

        
The following day Vic Skilling and Iowani led an American company through intermittent fire to the rear of Japanese positions which were on a ridge overlooking Munda Airfield. On this patrol Iowani sprained his ankle, and it was still swollen the following day when Vic had to go out on what promised to be another dangerous and delicate patrol through Japanese positions. Major Tripp advised Iowani not to go on this patrol, but Iowani said that if Corporal Skilling was going he wanted to go with him. Major Tripp allowed Iowani to go, thinking that the ankle could not be as bad as it appeared. The patrol went out and succeeded in penetrating the enemy defences far enough to be the first ground troops to set eyes on the airfield that had been the cause of so much fighting. When Iowani's ankle was examined by an 

American doctor later, it was found to be seriously sprained, and it must have been extremely painful during the patrol.

        
The Americans had regained the initiative, and with the use of flame-throwers and tanks, victory was in sight. The heavy bombardment of the Munda area had levelled the jungle, and where the American infantry struck open patches, the Japanese were definitely outclassed by fire-power. The enemy still fought bitterly, however, and the commandos' charmed life wavered.

        
Corporal "Major" Duffield was working with 161 Regiment at another sector of the front, and on 26th July he was pointing out the enemy positions to an American officer when a Japanese sniper shot him.

        
On 27th July Sergeant Bill Collins was killed whilst trying to take a machine-gun nest at the ration dump of 148 Regiment back on the Munda Trail. Bill had been slightly wounded twice, several days previously, but he insisted on staying in the fight: seven of his Fijians were sent back to Rendova for a rest and Bill went out after Japanese snipers on his own. The Americans credited him with having destroyed nine of the enemy personally, and with having forced several enemy machine-gunners to retire. The commander of 148 Regiment, Colonel S. A. Baxter, reported: "Of all the officers and men that had served with me in combat, Sergeant Collins was outstanding for his zealous desire to close with the enemy …. His devotion to duty was an inspiration to his American comrades who were under fire for the first time." Sergeant Collins had also been of "Material assistance in the successful evacuation of our wounded," reported the Colonel. Bill had volunteered to assist a platoon of American engineers who were fighting off Japanese while they operated a bull-dozer which was making a road near a ration and ammunition dump. The dump was being heavily attacked by the enemy who was short of food, and it was decided that the engineers would have to withdraw to allow a mortar barrage to be laid down. After taking a number of risks to collect wounded men, Bill was about to depart with the engineers, when he was caught in a burst of Japanese machine-gun fire.

        
Sid Heckler was also attached to 148 Regiment, and he and some Tongans were leading a section of Americans over 

by the Bairoko trail on 27th July, when they came across five Japanese telephone wires. Sid called on some of the American automatic weapons to assist in preparing an ambush and he then cut the wires. They had to wait only half an hour for the enemy repair party. Six Japanese, headed by a sergeant-major, came up the track jabbering like a bunch of school children. The ambush came to life and not one of the Japanese moved more than six feet. The Japanese officer had a list of casualty returns which were valuable information, and his sword was later presented by the Tongans to their Queen in Tonga. The telephone lines were repaired by the Americans, and a Japanese of the language section was escorted to the spot to listen in to enemy conversations. Incidently, these Japanese of the American language section took tremendous risks; they were likely to be shot by the Allied forces, when in the forward area, and if they had been captured by their own race their fate would have been too dreadful to contemplate.

        
On 28th July thirty-four of the Fijians who had been resting on Rendova Island were evacuated to Guadalcanal. It was impossible to relieve their nervous strain on Rendova because of the frequent air-raids. What little air power the Japanese possessed was concentrated on the American bases at Rendova, and twelve raids a day were not uncommon.

        
The commandos still had a dozen small patrols operating on New Georgia, and as the Japanese were losing their grip on the airfield, Major Tripp extended the patrols farther north towards.Bairoko. At the beginning of August the Japanese were retreating to Bairoko, but they continued to fight fierce delaying actions to prevent all the American units from linking up. Several battalions were still cut off by strips of no-man's land, and when wounded had to be evacuated they had to have a strongly armed escort. The commandos carried out a lot of this escort work and killed many Japanese who tried to ambush them.

        
On 29th July Sergeant Ensor and four Fijians were fighting with 169 U.S. Regiment, when Selesetino rescued an American soldier from a shell hole twenty yards from a Japanese machine-gun.

        
The Americans brought in another division to help speed 

the enemy on his way, and on 3rd August the commandos transferred to the command of 25 U.S. Division.

        
The same day 
Lieutenant Paul Harper, who had been attached to several American units, was killed while attempting to relieve a beleaguered American detachment on the Bairoko trail. The detachment was in desperate need of water, rations, and ammunition, and Paul volunteered to lead a supply party to the detachment. On the way the party was ambushed by Japanese, but Paul led his patrol against the enemy, killing them and capturing their machine-gun. The party continued, carrying the enemy weapon. As they reached the detachment they were mistaken for a Japanese force, and the detachment opened fire. Paul Harper and one of the Americans was unfortunately killed before the party could yell out its identity.

        
During his attachment to 148 Regiment, Paul Harper had carried out a variety of duties in addition to patrolling. For several days he assisted an American battalion commander in operating his unit because many American officers had become casualties. His death was as much a blow to the Americans as it was to the New Zealanders.

        
On 4th August Brian Ensor was also killed when he took part in an attack with an American company. Brian had carried out the reconnaissance for this attack the previous day, and although he was due to leave the fighting area for a rest, he wanted to watch the attack to see the results of his work.

        
The next day, 5th August, Munda Airfield was captured and large scale organised resistance ceased. It was estimated that over three thousand Japanese had been killed and several thousand wounded during the operation.

        
Several thousand Japanese escaped to Bairoko, but many of these drowned when their evacuating crafts were sunk by the American Navy and Air Force. The small unit of commandos, which represented less than one per cent, of the Allied force participating, must have accounted for over six per cent, of the enemy dead in the course of its intelligence work. Eleven commandos were killed during the campaign. The American losses were not as great as the Japanese because of artillery, air, and naval support, but their casualties would have been more serious had it not been for their splendid 
med-

ical service and evacuating system for wounded. Sixty-five per cent, of the Allied wounded were hit in the extremities; legs could not always be kept behind.cover. There was a high percentage of wounded to killed, because the small point twenty-five Japanese bullet had to hit a vital spot to kill.

        
War correspondents criticised the campaign severely, and Osmar "White reported that: "However satisfactory the result of the Munda affair may be, it is an inescapable fact that the Japanese defenders, though relentlessly smashed by hundreds of planes, and constantly bombarded by the greatest concentration of artillery ever used in the Pacific, cut off from really effective reinforcement and supply and outnumbered, caused a six weeks' fight for eight miles of jungle."

        
Some correspondents held up the commandos as an example of what the infantry battalions should be trained to be for subsequent campaigns.

        
Before they became adapted to the jungle conditions, the American infantry approached Munda like a gigantic but timid snail approaching an ant hill. The commando patrols were the sensitive feelers that shot out from the snail and advised when the way was clear. The commando unit was too small to be accurately described as the spear-head of the Allied force although it was very close to being so. It is not possible to manoeuvre large infantry forces in the jungle, and the enemy is likewise forced to fight in small groups. Mind conditioning is a vital factor in the transition from training to the real thing, and it is obvious that if infantry battalions have to adopt guerrilla tactics to some degree, they should be trained for it before and not during battles.

        
After the battle for Munda, the commanding general of the 37 United States Division issued to his forces a training memorandum in which he stated:—"The peak of efficiency comes from repeatedly negotiating slippery and rugged jungle trails and carrying heavy loads … to get along in the jungle is to operate under combat conditionings in the jungle, and do it often enough so that it comes with relative ease. There is no question that this can be done, the best illustrations being the non-commissioned officers with the South Pacific Scouts who are white men from New Zealand, and whose capacity for traversing the jungle both by night 

and by day for many miles, is not equalled by any of our own troops."

        
Although the jungle around Munda was thick enough to reduce visibility to a few hundred yards, the commandos had experienced. much thicker bush during their training in Fiji. The battle for Munda was confined to an area of a few square miles, and none of this country was as steep as the mountains of Guadalcanal or Fiji. The commandos, therefore, had trained themselves for more arduous patrols than they were called upon to carry out in action, and their physical capacity was never extended. However, the nervous tension throughout long hours of scouting behind the enemy lines sapped vitality, and it was only because the travelling was done with "relative ease," that vitality was sustained as long as it was.

        
Though the Americans fought heroically, it must have been difficult for some of them to understand what they were fighting for in a wild, apparently useless, jungle-covered island ten thousand miles from their own homes; slogging their hearts out in fever-ridden swamps, and living like animals for weeks at a time. The conditions during the battle were severe for the men. There was heavy rain throughout and temperatures reached ninety-five degrees. Strangely enough mosquitoes were not exceptionally numerous, but there were plenty of other insects. Several thousand men were. evacuated with combat fatigue alone, and dysentery was common. The "0" ration became unpalatable, and the men ate sufficient only to stave off hunger. The diet became unbalanced too, because the soldier's consumed the biscuits and threw away the meat, for which they lost all desire after a few days of action. The American units carried their cooking stoves as close as they could to the fighting troops, but many went several weeks without any hot food; an occasional hot meal or drink stimulated the appetite even for "C" rations and could be the means of keeping up the strength of the troops and increasing their efficiency in action. The Allied units were not issued with "canned heat" such as the Japanese had for cooking their rice. The commandos managed to get a hot cup of tea now and again from Solomone, the OC 's batman. Solomone was an outstanding Fijian character, and throughout the battle he had been an asset, not only as a 

scout, but as a morale builder. He had always been a clever clown in training days, and he had an excellent command of the English language. He amused the New Zealanders as well as the Fijians; but most important of all, he had an uncanny knack of being able to produce a cup of tea under appalling conditions. Just how much these cups of tea indirectly contributed to the endurance of the commandos can never be accurately assessed, but there is no doubt about their being of considerable value.

        
The strength of First Commando on New Georgia dwindled to eleven New Zealanders, twenty-eight Fijians, and six Tongans. These men followed up the retreating enemy with 25 U.S. Division, and patrols kept the Japanese under close observation at Zieata in the north, and Piru Plantation to the west; the plantation was patrolled by Solomon Islanders under Len Barrow. The Japanese barges could be seen leaving various points in the hope of escaping up the Kulu Gulf, but they were intercepted by the American Navy. For a week the patrols reported the evacuation of the enemy, and as little resistance was encountered, the unit was withdrawn from the Island. It returned to Guadalcanal on 12th August to reorganise.

        
In the meantime on Guadalcanal the rest of the unit had shifted the base camp from Aola Bay back to Teneru, because there were not enough New Zealanders left to look after the Fijians who returned during the operations. The commandos were very restless after their bout of action in New Georgia, and the best safety valve for their emotions was found to be sport, particularly football. The unit gave several concerts for the American forces camped nearby, and these helped to restore a normal attitude towards routine camp life.

        
During August the Third New Zealand Division arrived at Guadalcanal from New Caledonia, and Major-General Barrowclough, with many of his officers, visited the commando camp. The New Zealanders of First Commando visited many friends in the Division and happy reunions took place. It was now over a year since the commandos had been separted from Third Division, and they gave a concert for their former comrades.
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Chapter XVI


Vella Lavella

        

After the fall of Munda the Americans decided to bypass Kolornbangara, with its estimated ten thousand Japanese garrison, and occupy Vella Lavella farther north. The Americans landed on the southern end of the Island without land opposition on 15th August, and they established a defensive perimeter large enough to protect construction battalions that were making an airfield at Barakoma. The Americans captured several unequipped Japanese who were shipwreck survivors from naval battles in these waters, but a few hundred enemy troops fled to the north, and the Americans did not bother to chase these at first; but later, air-raids became serious at Barakoma and they decided to establish a radar station on the northern tip of Vella Lavella. The radar would give longer warning of enemy planes approaching from Bougainville.

        
On 25th August Major Tripp received orders to prepare fifty commandos to go to Vella Lavella. Two patrols were made up of the fittest men available; the sick and wounded were now drifting back from the hospitals, but the majority of the men in the unit were still weak from the affects of malaria.

        
The Vella Lavella patrols were re-equipped and they embarked from Guadalcanal on 29th August. The party comprised ten New Zealanders and forty Fijians. In addition, 
Lieutenant D. G. Graham and three sergeants from Third N.Z. Division were attached to the party for experience.

        
Arriving at Barakoma on 31st August, the commando party spent the day obtaining information from the local inhabitants. The unit was attached to 35 U.S. Regiment under 




[image: ]

the command of Colonel Brown, and the tasks allotted were as follows:—

        
Major Tripp and a patrol of sixteen were to work in conjunction with the first battalion of 35 Regiment up the east coast to Lambu Lambu Cove area.

        
Captain Williams and a patrol of twenty were to go up the west coast to give protection to the coast-watcher at Topolando as well as reconnoitre the enemy positions on the northern tip of the Island.

        
Lieutenant Graham and a patrol of nine were to go as far as the Oula River on the west coast, then turn inland to watch the Japanese track across the centre of the Island.

        
On 2nd September the patrols left the Island Command Post at Barakoma, and Major Tripp's patrol reached its reconnaissance area that day. After splitting up, the commandos worked with small groups of Americans. One patrol shot two Japanese at Baka Baka Mission on 3rd September, and on the following day twelve more enemy were killed by a company of Americans. A map was found, on a dead Japanese officer, showing the defensive positions of the enemy at Horaniu, and Major Tripp sent the map with other captured documents back to the Island Command Post. The Americans decided to send up another battalion and artillery to attack the enemy in force: in the meantime the commandos were out on patrol every day to see if the enemy changed his position. During these days the commandos carried out some delicate missions. The Americans and the commandos camped close enough to the enemy to be able to hear the parachutes opening when Japanese planes flew over every night to drop supplies to their troops.

        
The American artillery arrived; a heavy barrage was laid down, and on 14th September the infantry attacked again, only to find that the artillery had done all their work for them. The American interpretation of the Japanese map had proved exceedingly accurate; the artillery scored direct hits on most of the defence posts. The enemy had fled leaving many of his dead behind him: also equipment including ten 1943 model 20-millimetre guns in perfect condition; two 90-millimetre mortars; some 75-millimetre mountain guns, and large stores of ammunition, medical supplies, and rations.

        


        
These Japanese positions had been prepared for about two thousand men, and it was apparent that the enemy had decided to make a stronghold on the Island at the same time as the Americans, who fortunately, had got in first. The finding of the map and the subsequent accurate gunfire of the American artillery changed the enemy's plans, and he was now headed across the Island to the north-west. Prom the captured Japanese stores the commandos made use of "canned heat," vitamin pills, and medical supplies. The unit lived for several days on Japanese rations, which were equal to their own and in some respects, superior—some of the enemy's tinned salmon was of outstanding quality. Amongst the medical supplies were thousands of atabrin tablets, brewer's yeast tablets, and cod-liver oil capsules.

        
Major Tripp's patrols, on the eastern coast, encountered no more Japanese in the next few days and they returned to Barakoma on 20th September.

        
On 5th September Captain Williams reached Topolando after a strenuous journey by land and sea. The distance by the route taken was fifty miles, and the bush was so thick with undergrowth, that the patrol had to cut its way. Though only a small island, Vella Lavella rises to a peak of three thousand feet a few miles inland, and it is exceptionally steep country with few native tracks.

        
Captain Williams met Lieutenant Josselyn, who had been watching the coast during the Japanese occupation. Lieutenant Josselyn gave Captain Williams the latest information on the enemy in his area and the commando patrols started scouting immediately. Because there was a lot of enemy activity on Umomo Island, a little dot close to the coast, Captain Williams and two Fijians went to investigate. The patrol was bare-footed and crept to within a few feet of the Japanese: it located, on 7th September, ten Japanese on Umomo, and twenty-two at the mouth of the Timbala River. The patrol then joined up with thirteen more commandos at Etupeka.

        
The following day Lieutenant Graham's patrol arrived, having lost the Japanese cross-country trail. The commando force now of about twenty-five men carried out a further reconnaissance of the Timbala River with a view to attacking the enemy from the south-west. However, stray Japanese 

kept trickling into the area over night, until there were a hundred armed enemy. Captain "Williams decided to return to the Island Command Post to get reinforcements before attacking, and arrangements were made for tracks to be cut to within twenty yards of the enemy so that a company would have easy access.

        
On 11th September Captain Williams and Lieutenant Josselyn went from Etupeka to the Island Command Post in under fifteen hours, but in spite of their rush they did not obtain reinforcements because the 14 N.Z. Brigade had been given the task of eliminating the enemy on the northern coast, and the Americans were awaiting this New Zealand unit's arrival.

        
Captain 'Williams returned to his men who were still watching the growing enemy forces in the north. On 16th September the patrols located two hundred and thirteen Japanese headed for Warimbari Bay. Lieutenant Graham's patrol counted eighty-six as they passed within a few feet of his hiding place. Some of the enemy were passing close to Topolando, and it was feared that they would find Lieutenant Josselyn's radio transmitter. The large wireless set was shifted to a safer hiding place, but Captain Williams continued to operate a small set at Topolando, and he kept the Americans informed of the enemy activity: when a barge load of Japanese left the Island a plane would leave Barakoma and sink it before it got many miles. This method of getting results without much risk was the best technique the commandos had devised and they thoroughly enjoyed it. They were high up and could see many miles out to sea as well as the foreshore of the Island.

        
Captain Williams was out one day at Pakoi Bay with three natives, when he suddenly ran into a dozen Japanese, an amazing thing happened — the Japanese got the bigger fright and ran for their lives. Evidently the size of this New Zealander had them worried, or they were poorly armed.

        
On 18th September Lieutenant Graham was recalled to Barakoma where 14 N.Z. Brigade had landed. Lieutenant Graham was able to supply his unit with accurate locations of the five hundred Japanese now trying to evacuate their position on the northern coast. The 14 Brigade took charge of 

operations on the Island and cleared it of Japanese a fortnight later.

        
The commandos did not take part in this attack because there was now too much sickness in the unit. The patrols returned to Guadalcanal on 26th September.

        
In the meantime the rest of the unit on Guadalcanal had been trying to locate some Japanese who, it was suspected, came out of their jungle hide-outs at night and cut the telephone wires between the radar and the anti-aircraft guns. The Japanese planes were still getting through to Guadalcanal, and on 21st September, a stick of bombs straddled the commando camp at Teneru. Seven of the commandos were seriously wounded, and two of the enemy planes shot down lauded in amongst the unit's tents. Wreckage was strewn everywhere and much of the unit's equipment was damaged.

        
The strength of First Commando Fiji Guerrillas was now one hundred and sixty men, and on 13th September, twenty-three reinforcements arrived from Fiji. Five of the sergeants gained commissions in the field and several corporals were promoted to sergeants. Captain Ratu J. Dovi, a Fijian doctor, who had trained at Otago University, visited the camp to investigate the declining health of the commandos, and eight of the Fijians were sent back to Fiji medically unfit. Many of the malaria cases had to be sent to hospital because the bouts were too severe to treat in camp.

        
On 5th October the unit was ordered to Florida Island, thirty miles north of Guadalcanal. A camp was set up at Baramoli and the unit patrolled the Island regularly. General Fuller, U.S. Army, was Island Commander at this time, but Florida, apart from the harbour at Tulagi, had lost its importance and there were only a few other troops stationed there.

        
The British Military Mission, headed by 
Major-General J. S. Lethbridge, visited the Solomons and spent three days on Guadalcanal during which time Major Tripp was requested to give an account of the experiences of the unit.

        
About the middle of October half of the unit went down with malaria, and at this period Brigadier G. Dittmer, O.B.E., D.S.O., M.C., who had taken over command of Fiji Brigade Group, arrived from Fiji. After inspecting the unit the 
Brig-

adier decided that the commandos would have to be withdrawn from the malarial zone. Lieutenant-General A. A. Vandegrift, Commanding General of the United States Marine Corps in the Pacific, wanted to use at least one platoon of commandos in his forthcoming attack on Bougainville, but Brigadier Dittmer refused to allow First Commando to go into action again because of the sickness in the unit. The Brigadier requested that the First Commando should be replaced by the Second Commando which was being trained in Fiji, and the American command agreed to this proposal.

        
In anticipation of the arrival of the relief, the camp was improved with extra recreational facilities. The commandos soon became bored with garrison life at Baramoli, and in the absence of air-raids, the New Zealanders organised themselves into discussion groups at night. Lectures were given by each man on his work or hobby in civil life, and the pastime was introduced with a talk on astronomy by Major Tripp. The troubles of the post war world were also thrashed out, but the conclusions were not significant.

        
At the end of November stores were packed in readiness to depart. The Second Commando arrived on 24th November, and First Commando embarked on 30th November, disembarking at Suva on 11th December.

        
The New Zealanders, who had not had any leave for two years, returned to New Zealand for twenty-eight days' furlough, and the Fijians were granted a similar period of leave in Fiji.

        
When all the members of the unit returned from leave, they were given a medical examination, as a result of which three-quarters of them were found to be unfit for further active service. The First Commando Fiji Guerrillas was therefore disbanded on 27th May, 1944.
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Chapter XVII


Conclusion

        
Thirty-Five members of First Commando Fiji Guerrillas received awards for gallantry, and several received American as well as British medals (see appendix I). Major Tripp was awarded the Distinguished Service Order and the American Silver Star.

        
The American senior officers with whom the unit worked in the Solomons, sent back many reports to the Fiji Brigade Group Headquarters, and the following are excerpts from some of them:—

        
Headquarters 43 U.S. Division stated that: "During the period July 2-9, the Fiji Scouts did invaluable service in scouting the area from the beach-head at Zanana to and beyond the Barike River, sending back information of enemy dispositions and strength in the area, and possible routes for advance of our troops and supplies, which information was of the utmost importance at this time …. On July 10th Captain Scherrer, following our request, submitted a report on the enemy situation and terrain near Laiana beach. Obtaining this information had required considerable patrolling of a dangerous nature behind enemy lines and at night. Using the information thus obtained, our forces advanced to Laiana Beach, and established the most important beach-head of the campaign…..During the entire period in which the South.

        
Pacific Scouts were attached to this division, they patrolled constantly to our front and flanks, and carried out special small patrols at our request. The work of these scouts unquestionably was of great aid in the campaign, and played a definite part in the capture of Munda Airfield."

        
Major-General R. S. Beightler, Commander of 37 U.S. Division, also praised the unit most highly, and in particular 
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A Fijjian strikes a realistic pose for the camera man.
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New Zealand and Fijian commandos camouflaged against a background of Vella Lavella jungle.



he stated: "Subsequent to and throughout his attachment to the 37th Division, during a period of about fifteen days, Major Tripp performed services marked by extraordinary fidelity and conspicuous efficiency. He planned the disposition and activities of his small force and conducted their activities to the maximum advantage. He directed and personally engaged in distant reconnaissance into enemy territory under hazardous conditions …. These services, coupled with Major Tripp's good judgment, knowledge of the area, and knowledge of the enemy proclivities, were a substantial contribution to the security of the command throughout a difficult operation to the successful conclusion of its mission."

        
Major-General O. W. Griswald, Commander of XIV Corps, wrote a letter to the Governor of Fiji, in which he stated that the services of the commandos were so valuable, and in some instances heroic, as to warrant a special report on their activities. He stated: "The First Commando Fiji Guerrillas furnished distant reconnaissance patrols, which worked well into the enemy territory often at great hazard, and furnished battle guides, in some instances, who actually led front line units in combat and assaults on enemy positions. Major Tripp, himself, engaged in much patrolling in addition to planning, supervising and, conducting the activities of the entire detachment in a most capable fashion …. In addition to Major Tripp, a number of officers, non-commissioned officers, and men, performed outstanding services characterised by devotion to duty and gallantry."

        
Every American division with which the commandos worked was very generous with equipment, and the American officers were most co-operative. American senior officers, including generals, were never too conscious of their ranks to ask for information, or advice, from any commando. On the other hand, the commandos received from all Americans unstinted support, without which the unit could have achieved nothing.

        
Many of the commandos who performed outstanding work have not received particular mention, partly because information is lacking, and partly because their work was not of a spectacular nature. Some carried out their reconnaissance work behind the Japanese lines so skilfully that they 

had no occasion to fire a shot. Except on fighting patrols, it was generally when a mistake was made that a patrol had to make a spectacular fight to safety. Much valuable information was obtained by Sergeant A. E. Kennard, and 
Sergeant N. B. MacKenzie. The latter, who was granted a high American award, Legion of Merit, for his work while attached to 169 U.S. Regiment, stated after the New Georgia operation that he had scarcely fired a shot until he left the fighting area to return to the beach-head.

        
The commandos themselves consider their intelligence work to be their greatest contribution to the campaigns in the Solomons, but it is obvious that the mobile, independent, company of guerrillas is an answer to the tenacious Japanese jungle fighter. As the spear-head of jungle-trained infantry, guerrilla units are of inestimable value and their capabilities could be exploited much further. The First Commando never reached the stage of perfection it could have become with even more training and a better balanced composition. With chemicals and explosives, and more New Zealanders to handle them, the First Commando could have sabotaged much of the enemy's supplies. Because it must be small for mobility's sake, a commando unit cannot have a large base staff, nor can it afford the luxury of provosts to deal with recalcitrants; therefore only men capable of self-discipline should be selected for guerrillas. Paradoxical as it may seem, it takes a man with sound knowledge of regular army organisation to run an irregular force successfully. But the commander must possess, and he must be allowed to use, greater discretionary power than those used by commanders of ordinary units of a similar size. A commando in the Pacific needs to be flexible enough to attach and detach natives as it goes along.

        
In comparing the qualities of the men who contributed to the success of First Commando, generalizations can be made in spite of the exceptions already noted. The New Zealanders and Tongans, who were highly selected men, derived egotistical satisfaction from comparison with the ordinary infantry, and it was this pride in their own ability, that drove them on in their dangerous missions. The Fijians did not possess pride to the same extent, and although many of them fought outstandingly, it would be more accurate to describe 

them as extraordinary scouts than as extraordinary fighting soldiers. The Fijians, with their exceptional hearing and eyesight, must be amongst the greatest bushmen in the world, even though the New Zealanders had to show them the way in strange country. The New Zealanders had one advantage over the Fijians in their education, which enabled them to use artificial aids to navigation. The New Zealanders were natural bushmen too, and they found that jungle warfare had something in common with deer stalking. In spite of the Fijians' powerful physique, the New Zealanders were more determined in travelling long distances. The Fijians had perfect shooting and stalking ability, but their sensitive emotions and superstitions often prevented them from using this ability to the best advantage: there were a few occasions too when New Zealanders failed to show the patience and sympathetic understanding necessary to securing their best response. If a Fijian could control his nerves long enough to prove to himself how much superior he was to the Japanese soldier, he could accomplish anything required of the jungle soldier. The Tongans fought outstandingly, having a temperament similar to the Maori; but the Tongans' bush-craft was not equal to that of either the Fijians' or the New Zealanders'. There is no thick bush in Tonga, and though they adapted themselves quickly, the Tongans lacked the real jungle sense that comes with long experience. The Solomon Islanders rendered valuable services away from the fighting, and a few were excellent in battle, but it would take many years to train the average of them as soldiers.

        
Some of the limitations of the Fijians in the First Commando could have been overcome with further training: in actual fact they had had the equivalent of seven months continuous training before they went into action, and some who acquitted themselves well had had even less. The First Commando is not to be confused with the First Battalion, Fiji Infantry Regiment, which was also led by New Zealanders and operated in the Solomons too. This battalion had had over three years regular training before it went into action on Bougainville early in 1944, and it proved that the Fijians, with training, could carry out an orthodox infantry role as 
success-

fully as they had carried out their scouting role with First Commando.

        
Two important qualities in the fighting man are fear and pride. The commandos had to have fear to keep themselves alert to the dangers around them; without fear they could not have kept awake for days or weeks on end. They required well developed pride to overcome their fear and drive them to action when situations arose in which they could contribute their efforts; it was self-respecting pride that induced them to advance with their comrades in the face of certain danger. The traditional army method is to overcome the soldier's fear by discipline: the soldier is trained so thoroughly in the habit of obeying orders, that his first impulse, even under fire, is to respond to his leader's command. This method works in practice, but relying as it does on ingrained habit, it has its limitations where a great deal of initiative is required of each man. It is one thing to hold a position against attack when there is the material and moral support of a thousand men about you, and quite another to venture into the unknown in a small group lightly armed. Aggressive patrolling of enemy position must be carried out by men voluntarily, otherwise the patrol will not seek out the dangerous places where information is most likely to be obtained.

        
Orders could not be shouted out in the jungle because noise of any kind was usually the only clue the enemy had of a patrol's presence, and leadership had to be carried on more by example than by command. To be led by example alone, without the assistance of the usual reaction to a verbal command, meant that the men had to have unusually strong faith in the ability and integrity of their leaders. The Fijians' faith in their NCOs was built up during long and close association when the leader had to prove his honesty and determination to carry out anything he stated, no matter how trivial. The New Zealanders had to possess the characteristics common to all leaders in battle, such for instance as ability, confidence, and courage, but one particularly important trait in the eyes of the Fijians was sincerity. The Fijians may be too inarticulate to express themselves on the subject, but they are acutely sensitive to any subtle discriminations by Europeans against their race. If the Fijians once discovered a flaw in 

the steadfastness of a leader's character, or detected the slightest partiality in his judgement, faith was lost forever. But when faith was gained, through a sincere regard for the welfare of the Fijians, and the New Zealanders maintained their own confidence in battle, the leader had almost hypnotic power over his men.
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The following awards were granted to members of First Commando Fiji Guerrillas for "gallant and distinguished services in the South West Pacific"—

        

Major C. W. H. Tripp, Distinguished Service Order, American Silver Star, New Zealand.

        

Captain D. E. Williams, Military Cross, American Silver Star, New Zealand.

        
Second-Lieutenant R. Taylor, Member of the British Empire, New Zealand.

        

Sergeant N. B. MacKenzie, American Legion of Merit, New Zealand.

        
Sergeant F. E. Williams, American Silver Star, New Zealand. Sergeant Jione Inukiha' agana, Military Medal, American Silver Star. Tonga.

        
Private Simote Vea Mahe, Military Medal, American Silver.

        
Star, Tonga.

        
Private Selesitino Lewabau, Military Medal, Fiji.

        
Corporal Sailasa, America Silver Star, Fiji.

        

	
Mentioned In Despatches:—


	Sergeant S. I. Heckler, New Zealand.

	
Sergeant K. W. Dane, New Zealand.

	
Sergeant N. B. MacKenzie, New Zealand.

	
Corporal W. F. Ashby, New Zealand.

	
Corporal V. D. Skilling, New Zealand.

	Corporal J. C Bright, New Zealand. Sergeant Jione Ma'aji, Tonga.

	Lance-Corporal Jiobe Tafa, Tonga.

	Private Tevita Ta'aga, Tonga.

	Sergeant A. E. Kennard, Fiji.

	Sergeant Jope Naucabalavu, Fiji,

	Lance-Corporal Manasa Leva, Fiji.



	Lance-Corporal Iowani Naqarnu, Fiji.

	Private Petero Tuivuna, Fiji.

	Private Epi Mau, Fiji

	Private Peni Tavori, Fiji.

	Private Kelemedi Lewenigusu, Fiji.

	Private Paula Tauvoli, Fiji.

	Private Suliano Tilakoro, Fiji.

	Private Aporosa Botaira, Fiji.




	
            
Posthumous:—
            

	Lieutenant B. Masefield, New Zealand.

	
Lieutenant P. M. Harper, New Zealand.

	
Sergeant W. A. Collins, New Zealand.

	
Sergeant B. W. Ensor, New Zealand.

	
Sergeant W. G. Conn, New Zealand.

	
Corporal J. H. E. Duffield, New Zealand.

	Lieutenant H. Taliai, Tonga.
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	Special Party which embarked at Suva on 11th December, 1942 for the Solomon Islands:—


	
Captain D. E. Williams, 2 N.Z.E.F.

	Lieutenant D. Chambers, 2 N.Z.E.F.

	Sergeant S. I. Heckler, 2 N.Z.E.F.

	
Sergeant L. V. Jackson, 2 N.Z.E.F.

	Sergeant M. V. Kells, 2 N.Z.E.F.

	Sergeant R. H. Morrison, 2 N.Z.E.F.

	Sergeant F. E. Williams, 2 N.Z.E.F.

	Sergeant J. C. Kingdom, F.M.F. (European)

	Staff-Sergeant N. Uraia, F.M.F.

	Sergeant I. Bale, F.M.F.

	Corporal T. Aisake, F.M.F.

	Corporal D. Apisai, F.M.F,

	Corporal L. Emosi, F.M.F.

	Corporal N. Esala, F.M.F.

	Corporal L. Luke, F.M.F.

	Corporal R. Jone, F.M.F.

	Corporal Y. Petero, F.M.F.

	Corporal C. Sailasa, F.M.F.

	Corporal K. Sailasa, F.M.F.

	Corporal D. Semi, F.M.F.

	Lance-Corporal Q. Alivio F.M.F.

	Lance-Corporal R. Apeti, F.M.F.

	Lance-Corporal V. Inoke, F.M.F.

	Lance-Corporal W. Josaia, F.M.F.

	Lance-Corporal D. Kosiano, F.M.F.

	Lance-Corporal R. Kitione, F.M.F.

	Lance-Corporal E. Saketa, F.M.F.

	Lance-Corporal E. Tui, F.M.F.

	Lance-Corporal M. Wangga, F.M.F.

	Private S. Leone, F.M.F.
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First Commando Fiji Guerrillas which embarked for the Solomons at Suva on 13th April, 1943:—

        

	
            
Second New Zealand Expeditionary Force.
            

	
Captain C. W. H. Tripp.

	
Lieutenant F. G. K. Gilchrist.

	
Lieutenant P. M. Harper.

	Lieutenant B. Masefield.

	"Warrant-officer L. R. Taylor.

	Staff-sergeant 
P. E. Holmes

	Sergeant T. Casey.

	
Sergeant W. A. Collins.

	
Sergeant W. G. Conn.

	
Sergeant K. W. Dane.

	
Sergeant B. W. Ensor.

	Sergeant G. A. Jowsey.

	Sergeant C. A. Langrish.

	Sergeant C. B. Larsen.

	Sergeant H. Love.

	
Sergeant N. B. MacKenzie.

	
Corporal W. F. Ashby.

	Corporal J. S. Aston.

	Corporal J. C. Bright.

	Corporal W. E. R. Bulliman.

	Corporal L. B. Burnett.

	Corporal F. W. Bolton.

	Corporal K. N. Christie,

	Corporal A. J. Dasler.

	
Corporal J. H. E. Duffield.

	Corporal G. A. Hancock.

	Corporal G. Henderson.

	Corporal K. V. Hood.



	Corporal F. Johnston.

	Corporal S. V. Leach.

	Corporal T. R. C. Le Lievre.

	Corporal C. R. Long.

	
Corporal A. M. J. Millar.

	Corporal W. G. McWilliam.

	Corporal F. N. Pelham.

	Corporal E. L. J. Reveley.

	Corporal S. M. Robinson.

	
Corporal V. D. Skilling.

	Corporal A. C. Solway.


          


        

          
Fiji Military Forces
        

        
Sergeant A. E. Kennard, (European)

        

          

            

              
	Sergeant
              
	N. Jope
              
	Private
              
	Q. Atunaisa
            

            

              
	Lance-corporal
              
	N. Avakuki
              
	Private
              
	P. Basituka
            

            

              
	Lance-corporal
              
	0. Esira
              
	Private
              
	S. Bara
            

            

              
	Lance-corporal
              
	M. Fereti
              
	Private
              
	J. Bokaka
            

            

              
	Lance-corporal
              
	W. Jioji
              
	Private
              
	B.Demesio
            

            

              
	Lance-corporal
              
	L. Manasa
              
	Private
              
	M.Donato
            

            

              
	Lance-corporal
              
	B. Milikade
              
	Private
              
	D.Emosi
            

            

              
	Lance-corporal
              
	J. Naqamu
              
	Private
              
	N.Emosi
            

            

              
	Lance-corporal
              
	N. Osea
              
	Private
              
	N. Eneriko
            

            

              
	Lance-corporal
              
	D. Paula
              
	Private
              
	M.Epi Mau
            

            

              
	Lance-corporal
              
	I. Rakaso
              
	Private
              
	K.Eparama
            

            

              
	Lance-corporal
              
	R. Roktumba
              
	Private
              
	B.Eparama
            

            

              
	Lance-corporal
              
	Q. Toma
              
	Private
              
	L.Etuwate
            

            

              
	Lance-corporal
              
	B. Watisoni
              
	Private
              
	C.Filimone
            

            

              
	Private
              
	B. Akuila
              
	Private
              
	N.Ilaisa
            

            

              
	Private
              
	V. Amani
              
	Private
              
	H. Ilaisa
            

            

              
	Private
              
	V. Anare
              
	Private
              
	V.Ilaisa
              
	
            

            

              
	Private
              
	K. Ananaisa
              
	Private
              
	N. Ilai
            

            

              
	Private
              
	B. Apenai
              
	Private
              
	W. Iona
            

            

              
	Private
              
	T. Apenai
              
	Private
              
	R. Iokimi
            

            

              
	Private
              
	V, Apenisa
              
	Private
              
	K. Isaia
            

            

              
	Private
              
	T. Aporosa
              
	Private
              
	W. Isaia
            

            

              
	Private
              
	B. Aporosa
              
	Private
              
	B. Jeremaia
            

            

              
	Private
              
	N. Asaeli
              
	Private
              
	K. Joape
            

            

              
	Private
              
	N: Asiveai
              
	Private
              
	N. Jone
            

            

              
	Private
              
	S. Atonio
              
	Private
              
	R.Josefa
              
	


            

            
            

              
	Private
              
	N. Josese
              
	Private
              
	Q. Petaia
            

            

              
	Private
              
	K. Joseteki
              
	Private
              
	B. Peeeli
            

            

              
	Private
              
	E. Josevate
              
	Private
              
	V. Peeeli
            

            

              
	Private
              
	N. Kaliova
              
	Private
              
	N. Pita
            

            

              
	Private
              
	T. Kamemieli
              
	Private
              
	K. Powasa
            

            

              
	Private
              
	I. Kalipate
              
	Private
              
	L. Ratoto
            

            

              
	Private
              
	L. Kelemedi
              
	Private
              
	R. Ravuama
            

            

              
	Private
              
	W. Kelevi
              
	Private
              
	D. Ramasio
            

            

              
	Private
              
	T. Kini
              
	Private
              
	T. Ruveni
            

            

              
	Private
              
	R. Kusitino
              
	Private
              
	R. Rovereto
            

            

              
	Private
              
	N. Ilaitia
              
	Private
              
	T. Rupeni
            

            

              
	Private
              
	D. Lasaro
              
	Private
              
	V. Rusiate
            

            

              
	Private
              
	N. Leone
              
	Private
              
	M. Sairusi
            

            

              
	Private
              
	R. Lekima
              
	Private
              
	K. Sairusi
            

            

              
	Private
              
	V. Livaliva
              
	Private
              
	R. Sailosi
            

            

              
	Private
              
	T. Levani
              
	Private
              
	K. Sunia
            

            

              
	Private
              
	V. Lorima
              
	Private
              
	S. Savou
            

            

              
	Private
              
	L. Malakai
              
	Private
              
	I. Sefanaia
            

            

              
	Private
              
	W. Maika
              
	Private
              
	N. Selima
            

            

              
	Private
              
	L. Malone
              
	Private
              
	L. Selestitino
            

            

              
	Private
              
	S. Manoa
              
	Private
              
	F. Semesa
            

            

              
	Private
              
	C. Makario
              
	Private
              
	W. Seru
            

            

              
	Private
              
	U. Mataiasi
              
	Private
              
	M. Seteriki
            

            

              
	Private
              
	N. Maciu
              
	Private
              
	K. Simeli
            

            

              
	Private
              
	B. Moape
              
	Private
              
	E. Simione
            

            

              
	Private
              
	R. Moape
              
	Private
              
	K. Sitiveni
            

            

              
	Private
              
	B. Mosese
              
	Private
              
	D. Sirilo
            

            

              
	Private
              
	M. Mosese
              
	Private
              
	R. Solomone
            

            

              
	Private
              
	A. Naroga
              
	Private
              
	W. Solomone
            

            

              
	Private
              
	Q. Neipote
              
	Private
              
	V. Soloveni
            

            

              
	Private
              
	N. Oveni
              
	Private
              
	T. Suliano
            

            

              
	Private
              
	C. Pailato
              
	Private
              
	T. Taniela
            

            

              
	Private
              
	S. Paula
              
	Private
              
	B. Tevita
            

            

              
	Private
              
	T. Paula
              
	Private
              
	N. Tobia
            

            

              
	Private
              
	K. Peni
              
	Private
              
	N. Uraia
            

            

              
	Private
              
	Q. Peni
              
	Private
              
	S. Vonitiasi
            

            

              
	Private
              
	T. Peni
              
	Private
              
	T. Venasio
            

            

              
	Private
              
	L. Penaia
              
	Private
              
	V. Waieea
            

            

              
	Private
              
	N. Petero
              
	Private
              
	K. Waisele
            

            

              
	Private
              
	T. Petero
              
	
              
	
            

          

          


          

            
Tonga Defence Force
            

              
	Lieutenant
              
	H. Taliai
              
	Private
              
	M. Lui
            

            

              
	Sergeant 
              
	J. Inukiha' agana
              
	Private
              
	J. Ma'afu
            

            

              
	Sergeant
              
	J. Ma'aji
              
	Private
              
	S. Mahe
            

            

              
	Corporal
              
	S. Suliano
              
	Private
              
	S. Okusitino
            

            

              
	Lance-corporal
              
	T. Ahio
              
	Private
              
	V. Solome
            

            

              
	Lance-corporal
              
	J. Mataele
              
	Private
              
	T. Ta'aga
            

            

              
	Lance-corporal
              
	T. Sili
              
	Private
              
	T. Taumalolo
            

            

              
	Lance-corporal
              
	J. Tafa
              
	Private
              
	I. Tua
            

            

              
	Private
              
	J. Ahau
              
	Private
              
	J. Tubou
            

            

              
	Private
              
	T. Balu
              
	Private
              
	J. Vava
            

            

              
	Private
              
	J. Fatu
              
	Private
              
	A. Vaka
            

            

              
	Private
              
	J. Felila
              
	Private
              
	J. Vi
            

            

              
	Private
              
	M. Feke
              
	Private
              
	M. Vilisoni
            

            

              
	Private
              
	M. Kelebi
              
	Private
              
	B. Vuni
            

          

        

        

Note: The above names may not be strictly accurate, but they are the shortest names by which the men were known on the records. Some of these names are Christian and some are Surnames.
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Appendix IV

        
Members of the British Solomon Islands Protectorate Defence Force who were attached to First Commando Fiji Guerrillas for the New Georgia operation:—

        

          

            

              
	Lieutenant
              
	A.G. K. Crass
              
	Private
              
	Kanafea
            

            

              
	Lieutenant
              
	L. Barrow
              
	Private
              
	Kwaisifu
            

            

              
	Corporal
              
	Gumu
              
	Private
              
	Ladoi
            

            

              
	Lanee-corporal
              
	Bingiti
              
	Private
              
	Maomaoasi
            

            

              
	Lanee-corporal
              
	Sisili
              
	Private
              
	Maelalo
            

            

              
	Lanee-corporal
              
	Surukwana
              
	Private
              
	Molea
            

            

              
	Lanee-corporal
              
	Tobi
              
	Private
              
	Muga
            

            

              
	Private
              
	Abuita
              
	Private
              
	Onoi
            

            

              
	Private
              
	Duti
              
	Private
              
	Baselo
            

            

              
	Private
              
	Ebi
              
	Private
              
	Ratu
            

            

              
	Private
              
	Ferelau
              
	Private
              
	Samiai
            

            

              
	Private
              
	Gori
              
	Private
              
	Todona
            

            

              
	Private
              
	Kaluomea
              
	Private
              
	Walele
            

          

        

        
These Solomon Islanders were specially selected by Lieutenants Crass and Barrow from the original two hundred members of the "Dukwasi" unit.
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