












































enemy occupation it was enlarged to an area 1,300 yards by 90 yards, 
running southeast and northwest, and dispersal bays were added. 
Japanese planes used the field until the end of September, when our 
Air Force pocked its surface with bomb craters and put it out of com­
mission. Tbe Japanese had also built a dummy field, running almost 
due east and west, in the other grassy area, across Simemi Creek. To 
distinguish it from the "Old Strip," the dummy field received the 
name of "New Strip" in our operations. 

Approach to Buna is difficult whether by sea or by land. It has no 
harbor. Coral reefs abound near the shore and are scattered over the 
sea to a distance of 25 miles from land. Cargo has to be discharged at 
sea into native double canoes usually carrying I to I ll, tons. On the 
land side, Buna is cut off by swamps and creeks and can be approached 
only along four narrow corridors, each with its trail. 

The coastal trail runs from Cape Sud est past Hariko and cuts over 
along the northern edge of the New Strip to Simemi Creek, southeast 
of the Old Strip. Here it meets the second trail, which comes from 
Dobodura and Simemi village and skirts the east side of the main 
swamp south of Buna. After the junction, the trail crosses the creek 
on a permanent bridge and continues along the northern edge of tht 
Old Strip to the Mission. Between the bridge and the Mission, it is a 
passable motor road. The third trail comes up from Dobodura on 
the west side of the main swamp, joins a trail from Soputa at Ango 
Corner, and then runs to a fork about 1,200 yards from the coast. The 
right fork leads to the coastal track southeast of the Mission; the left 
fork crosses Entrance Creek by a footbridge and proceeds to Buna 
Village. 

The fourth route approaches Buna from the northwest. It origi­
nates beyond Gona and roughly follows the coast, fording several 
streams before it reaches Siwori Village where it meets two other 
trails. One of these leads from Siwori Village along the small penin­
sula between Girua River and the sea to a point just across the mouth 
of the river from Buna Village. The other skirts the mainland, crosses 
the Girua River by a footbridge (destroyed early in the operation) , and 
joins the left fork of the Ango trail about 200 yards south of Buna Vil­
lage. These trails average 12 feet in width but are so low-lying that 
a heavy rain would put sections under water. The Il4th Engineers 
worked constantly putting down corduroy to make routes passable 
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[or peeps, for all supply and evacuation were based on the trails, the 
"Main Streets" of the Buna jungle. 

Along with difficulties resulting from the terrain went problems 
inherent in the uniformly hot and muggy climate. At Buna a rise in 
temperature of 1° or 2° F. increases physical discomfort tremen­
dously. To make matters worse, the fighting took place in the months 
when precipitation, temperature, and humidity are highest. In De­

cember of a normal year, the temperature ranges between 72° and 
89° F., and the humidity averages 82 per cent. During this month, 
the average precipitation of 14 Yz inches falls in heavy tropical showers 
with intervening periods of clear weather. Fortunately the major 
rains held off until the very end of the operations at Buna, but the men 
who fought in the jungle swamps of the northeastern coast of Papua 
would not describe the area as dry at any time. 

Our troops suffered from malaria and dengue fever prevalent in the 
region. They also suffered from depression and lassitude caused by 
the climate and inadequate food; salt and vitamin tablets did no more 
than alleviate the situation. Within 2 weeks of our entry into the area 
the rate of sickness began to climb, and at all times thereafter a heavy 
percentage of every combat unit was hospitalized by malaria and other 
fevers . For every two men who were battle casualties, five were out of 
action from fever. Daily doses of quinine or atabrine were compulsory 
but only suppressed the symptoms. 

Jungle, swamp, stifling climate, insects, fever-all these and the 
Japanese were the enemies of our troops. In the words of one of their 
own number: 

The men at the front in New Guinea were perhaps among the most 
wretched~looking soldiers ever to wear the American uniform. They were 
gaunt and thin, with deep black circles under their sunken eyes. They were 
covered with tropical sores .... They wel'e clothed in tattered, stained jackets 
and pants . .. . Often the soles had been sucked off their shoes by the tenacious, 
stinking mud. Many of them fought for days with fevers and didn't know 
it . ... Malaria, dengue fever, dysentery, and, in a few cases, typhus hit 
man after man. There: was hardly a soldie l', among the thousands who went 
into the jungle, who didn't come down wilh some kind of fever at least once.:! 

~ wo E. J. Kahn , Jr.. G. I, IlIng/~, New York ; Simon and Schuster, 1943, pp. 121 Il:2, 
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THE JAPANESE DEFENSIVE POSITION 

More than 1,800 seasoned Japanese soldiers and marines, who for 
the most part had not participated in the Moresby drive, were en­
trenched in a superb defensive position awaiting our attack. The 
western flank of the enemy line was protected by the sea and the im­
penetrable swamps of the main mouth of the Girua River. The east­
ern flank rested on the seacoast south of Cape Endaiadere. The middle 
of the line was guarded by the wide stretch of continuous swamp be­
tween Entrance and Simemi creeks. Our attacks were necessarily 
confined to the trails, canalized along two widely separated corridors 
without any lateral communication, one between Simemi Creek and 
the east coast and the other on the west side of the swamp along the 
Ango trail toward the Mission and Buna Village. Movemen t of our 
troops from one flank to the other entailed a 2-day march via Ango 
and Simemi; in contrast, the Japanese had a motor road from the 
Mission to Sirnemi Creek over which they could reinforce either flank 
in a few minutes. 

The Japanese main line of defense ran from the Girua River along 
the outskirts of Buna Village, thence roughly southeast to Entrance 
Creek and across it to the nearby junction of the Village trail with the 
Mission-Ango track. There it turned abruptly north, enclosing a 
narrow pointed area called the Triangle, then swept east across the 
grass-covered field known as Government Gardens toward Giropa 
Point. About 500 yards south of the Point it bent southeast to the 
western end of the Old Strip. This western sector was manned by 
two Marine units, the Yasuda Butai (detachment) and the Tsukioka 
Butai, under Col. Yoshitatsu Yasuda. Men of these units had fought 
in China, Malaya, and various islands of the Pacific. 

The south edge of the Old Strip was protected by the swamp. From 
tlle briclge across Simemi Creek at the southeastern corner of the Old 
Strip, the enemy def:nse line continued along the northern edge of 
the New Strip through the Duropa Plantation to reach the sea a half 
mile south of Cape Endaiadere. The 3d Battalion, 229th Infantry," 
which had fought at Canton and Hongkong, marched down from 
Gona on 18 November and manned this eastern flank, together with 
a replacement unit known as the Yamamoto Butai . 

:IThc: I ~t anJ 2d Hanalium, 1.29th Infantry, It may be noted. wt:r~ at this time: on 
Cu::adalcanal. 
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These troops were commanded by Maj. Gen. Oda, succeeding Gen­
eral Horii, who had been drowned in the Kumusi River while retreat­
ing from the attack on Port Moresby. In addition to the infantry 
already mentioned, which numbered about 1,165, he had at Buna a 
number of other elements: a heavy antiaircraft battery which was 
tentatively identified as the 73d Independent Unit, with a minimum 
strength of 100; a battery of mountain artillery believed to be from 
the 3d Battalion, 55th Field Artillery, and numbering at least 100 men; 
about 100 men remaining &om the 144th Infantry, which had been 
decimated in the Port Morsby expedition; some 300 miscellaneous 
troops, including engineer, medical, signal, and supply personnel; 
about 400 Japanese, Formosan, and Korean laborers of the 14th and 
15th Construction Units. The Japanese force at Buna thus totaled 
about 2,200, of which some 1,800 were combat troops. Only the 
remnant of the 144th Infantry had taken part in the disastrous retreat 
over the Owen Stanley Mountains; the rest were fresh and ready for 
battle. 

Our troops approached Buna completely ignorant of the defenses 
which faced them. They found the enemy forces established in almost 
impregnable defensive works, which bamed the earlier attackers and 
left them uncertain of the exact location of their foes. They first had 
to find out just where the Japanese were and then solve the problem 
of how to drive them from their fortifications. 

The defenses consisted essentially of a network of mutually support­
ing bunkers, organized in depth. The 32d Division at Buna was the 
first American unit to meet and conquer this type of defense. At 
Munda, Salamaua, and all other points in the Southwest Pacific Area 
where we have since encountered prepared Japanese positions, tlxe 
experience gained at Buna has proved valuable. 

Dugouts are not feasible in the Buna area because the water table is 
too close to the surface. The Japanese bunkers were, therefore, almost 
entirely above ground. The base of the bunker was a shallow trench, 
up to 40 feet in lengtl1 for the larger bunkers, and 6 to 10 feet for the 
smaller. A &amework of columns and beams was set up, the walls 
were revetted with coconut logs ranging up to I Y, feet in thickness, 
and a ceiling of two or three courses of such logs was laid on top. Not 
content with this construction, the enemy reinforced the wall, using 
steel oil drums and ammunition boxes filled with sand, as well as log 



/apanese Btlnk" in the Duropa PIIln/al/on. 

Cpl. Charles Claridge of Reedsburg, Wisconsin, is looking al thl: enlr.lOce. 

In/~rio, 0/ a /apatlt!u Bunk" m Ih~ Dliropa Plan/a/iOtl. 

Note the ~nd.fi1!ed oil drums uscd to reinforce the palm·\og structure. 
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piles and rocks. Over all this were piled eartb and sand mixed with 
short logs, coconuts, and the like. Wben the bunker, 7 to 8 feet high, 
was camouAagcd with fast-growing jungle vegetation, it he(;lme 
almost impossihle to spot in the tangled underhrush. The campaign 
was to prove that as a shelter it would withstand almost anything but 
a direct hit by a heavy artillery shell with delayed-action fuze. En­
trances to the bunkers usually were in the rear, covered by fire from 
adjacent bunkers, and often angled so that a hand grenade tossed in 
the door would not kill the occupants. 

Some of the bunkers had fire slits for machine guns or riAes. In 
this case snipers in the trees overhead served as observers. The snipers 
would fire warning shots when our troops approached, and then a 
machine-gun burst would come from the bunker. The bunkers, how­
ever, were principally used for shelter during aerial bombardment and 
shelling. After such attacks the Japanese crawled out along the com­
munication trenches and took up firing positions in individual em­
placements to the sides and front of the bunkers. Not all of these 
shelters were occupied at anyone time; the garrison shifted from point 
to point to meet our attack, and our troops soon learned that each cap­
tured bunker must be garrisoned or destroyed to prevent the enemy 
from infiltrating and reoccupying it. The Japanese worked steadi ly 
to improve and strengthen their system of defenses and constructed 
new lines as they were forced back. 

Japanese tactics during the Buna campaign were strictly defensive. 
Counterattacks were few and carne mostly at the end of the operation, 
when the enemy's situation was growing desperate. For the most part 
he dug himself in and waited for our troops to cross his final protective 
lines. Time and time again our troops were baffied by the enfilading 
fire from positions they could not see. As the soldiers kept complain­
ing, "If we could only see them, it wouldn't take long." But the Jap­
anese light machine guns and Arisaka riAes gave off no Aash, and in 
the great tent of towering trees sound so reverberated that tl,e report 
of a weapon did not aid in its location. Our troops had to locate each 
bunker by costly fumbling, then either outAank it by creeping through 
a swamp or charge it again and again until the defenders were worn 
out. The Japanese never surrendered. As one soldier explained, 
"They are tough babies all right, but [ guess part of the toughness 
comes from them not being .ble to go any place else; they just stay 
there and die." 

,() 
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AIR-GROUND COOPERATION 

Our victory at Buna was the fruit of cooperation between ground 
and air forces. Either without the other would have failed. The Aus­
tralian and American units of the U. S. 5th Air Force, under Lt. Gen. 
George C. Kenney, met all demands, strategic, tactical, and logistic. 
Though our squadrons were often outnumbered and always short of 
pilots, planes, and supplies, they were stronger than the forces wbich 
the Japanese could spare from their major effort in the Solomons. The 
skill and courage of Allied fliers, in combination with the superiority 
of our planes, won aerial mastery over the southeastern end of New 
Guinea. Our control of the air made large-scale reinforcement of the 
enemy troops in the area cost more than the Japanese were willing or 
able to pay in terms of losses. At the same time, we were able to bring 
in the soldiers and supplies to drive the enemy from Buna and 
Sanananda. 

Our control of the air was won by constant patrolling, armed re­
connaissance, and aggressive fighter operations.' Yet we could not 
monopolize the air and considerable numbers of hostile planes from 
time to time succeeded in breaking through to bomb and strafe our 
troops and rear areas. For example, on 7 December, 3 Japanese navy 
dive bombers and IS Zero-escorted high-level bombers attacked the 2d 
Field Hospital at Simemi, causing heavy casualties. As late as 27 
December, when the enemy was withdrawing toward the sea for his 
last stand, 41 Zeros and dive bombers attempted to raid our positions 
but were intercepted by S of our P-3S's. Two enemy planes were shot 
down, and the 3 bombs dropped did no damage. However, the 

~ Tabulation of cooperatinn by the 5th Air Force in the New Guinea area, 1 November 1942-
23 January 1943 : 

NUMBER OF MISSIONS ASSIGNED 

1-
Aerial recon- Arm~d fecon- Anack 00 
naissanee: aod nalssanced enemy Bombing and Total 
observation escort, Olin aircraft strafing 

parro 

Type of plane: 

Heavy Bomber 116 47 164 
Medium Bomber 4S 88 133 
Light Bomber 28 74 102 
Fi$htcr . .. . .. 3S 38 3 63 1)9 
Miscellaneous . 73 " 13 

Total . 

~ 
300 4 272 1 611 

IS 



enemy could not maintain a continuous or effective aerial offensive 
and suffered severe losses in his occasional raids. He never completely 
severed OUI frdgile lines of communication. 

Strategic bombing and strafing of enemy airfields at Lae, Salamaua, 
and Rabaul by the 5th Air Force was severely limited by the small num­
ber of planes available. Between I November 1942 and 31 January 
1943, only 13 )1, tons of explosives were dropped on ground targets 
and shipping outside the coastal region of southeastern New Guinea. 
At the same time, however, the 13th Air Force was engaging large 
numbers of Japanese planes in the Solomons and was also bombing 
Rabaul. These attacks had an effect out of proportion to their appar­
ent weight, for they compelled the enemy to allocate part of his 
strength to defense of his bases and restricted his ability to interfere 
with Allied operations in the Buna-Sanananda area. 

Tactical bombing and strafing of enemy forward areas played a 
relatively small part, for such operations early proved almost as dan­
gerous to our own troops as to the enemy. Contact between our 
ground units and those of the enemy was exceedingly close and aerial 
observation was practically impossible. Enemy rear areas were con­
stantly pounded by our B-25's and A-20'S, yet during the 6 weeks of 
active operations only 163 tons of bombs were dropped and 144mlO 
rounds of ammunition fired on the Buna Mission and Old Strip area. 
Bombardiers in the combat zone usually had to aim at jungle-covered 
ground targets visible only at extremely low altitudes. In most in­
stances, pilots had to report "results unobserved." Nevertheless, these 
raids had telling effect on Japanese forward supply lines and Japanese 
morale. 

Tactical aerial reconnaissance and observation were likewise very 
difficult, but proved invaluable to our ground forces. A flight of Aus­
tralian Wirraways, based at Dobodura late in November, gathered 
information contributing to a precision in artillery fire otherwise 
impossible because of the inaccuracy of available maps. 

TRANSPORT, SUPPLY, AND COMMUNICATION 

Of first importance and most novel was tile contribution of the 
5th Air Force to the transport and supply of the ground troops. Most 
of our infantrymen and supporting troops, a total of 14,900 were flown 
to tile Buna area in the uncomfortable bucket seats of C-47'S. The 



small amount of artillery used in the operation was all airborne for 
at least part of the way. The air movement of the nRth infantry 
fron! Atlstralia to New (;\lillca was the.: lin.;t large.: scale ;Iirhornc lroop 

111UVCIlIt'lit by Ullilc.:d Siall's ror(cs ill a theater of operations. Tht: 
bulk of the other units of the Buna Force, including the I27th and 
.61'1 Infantry Regiments, were Aown by the 374th Troop Carrier 
Croup directly to Dohodura and Popondetta, only ro miles from the 
front lines. When they were wounded or when they fell ill of 
tropical diseases, the troops left as they had come; the planes which 
brought in reinforcements and supplies returned to Port Moresby 
laden with hospital cases, many of which were ferried immediately 
by air to Australia. 

Supply of rations and equipment was an extraordinarily difficult 
problem throughout the operation. Land transportation across the 
mountains was almost impossible and very impractical, since there 
was only a rough and steep foot trail from Port Moresby to the front 
and a trip over this trail took 18 to 28 days. The distance could be 
Aown by plane in 35 minutes. While units near the coast relied on 
supply by small boats, those inland had to depend on supply by 
aircraft. 

The Air Force maintained a regular shurtle service across the treach­
erous mountains and over the coastal jungle to deliver food for the 
soldiers and native carriers, as well as the ammunition, the y.-ton 
peeps used for transport on the corduroy trails, pick mattocks, shovels, 
axes, oil for the ordnance which was corroding in the steaming jungle, 
cots, blankets, surgical instrument", dressings, plasma, quinine and 

atabrine tablets for the sick and wounded, new shoes, and clothing. 
The only !Os-mm howitzer used in the campaign was carried to the 
front by aircraft. Sixteen C-4is and several A-29'S, based at Ward's 
Drome, Port Moresby, delivered a total of 2A50 tons to the landing 
strips at Dobodura, Popondetta, and Pongani and dropped 166 tons at 
,mall grounds designated along the jungle trails. Small arms, am­
munition, mortar shells, and medical supplies were dropped with 
parachutes; food, clothing, and individual equipment other than arms, 
without parachutes. 

The losses in dropping without parachutes averaged 50 per cent. 
For example, cans of bully beef broke open and spoiled. Dropping 
grounds were hard to find; smudge fires and panels often did not 

20 



Strip No.4 at Dobodllra. 

Am~ric(lfJ Troops Embarking ;1/ a C-47. 
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identify the area sufficiently, and occasionally loads landed in enemy 
territory. Hungry men watched every incoming plane for good 
drops. "Convey our compliments to pilot and crew of Dutch Boy. 
They really laid delivery on the door step," said Maj. Herbert M. 
Smith, speaking for the 2d Battalion, I26th Infantry. 

Pilots made their turn-around as quickly as possible. Two planes, 
Sleepy Sally and Eager Beaver, on 4 December made two trips from 
Port Moresby to Hariko, a distance of 9D miles, and dropped both 
loads at Hariko Witllin 2 hours and 15 minutes. 

Approximately half of the supplies were seaborne. On '4 Novem­
ber, 45 tons a week of rations for the men on the east flank were 
ordered shipped to Pongani via Milne Bay. Cargoes were transferred 
at Milne Bay from ocean freighters to smaller vessels of 50 to 500 tons, 
which crept around East Cape and wougb Ward Hunt Strait to Oro 
Bay. Enemy planes and surface craft made it dangerous for ships to 
remain at Oro Bay during daylight hours, so loads were transferred to 
smaller craft which made hazardous nightly runs through reef-studded 
coastal waters to an advance supply base. There the troops, partly in­
fantry, partly units of the H>7th Quartermaster Battalion, put out 
through the surf in native outrigger canoes and unloaded the cases of 
food and equipment. 

This seaborne supply line remained always under weat of inter­
ruption. Attacks by enemy planes on 16-17 November put it out of 
operation for 3 weeks. The 22d Portable Hospital on the Alacrity, 
one of the four boats sunk in the first of these attacks, lost four men 
and all of its equipment and supplies. On 23 December, two enemy 
PT-type boats sank a ship off Hariko and machine-gunned the supply 
base. However, waugh most of the period, the Allied forces on 
the east flank were successfully supplied by the sea route. 

The chain of supply stretched 1,700 miles from bases in Australia 
to the landing fields, dropping grounds, and coastal dumps. From 
such forward points, cargoes had to be transported to the men in 
and directly behind the combat lines. This last vital transport link 
was formed by a few peeps and some 700 fuzzy-headed native carriers, 
who delivered their 40 pounds apiece to dumps just outside the range 
of small-arms fire . 

Requests for supplies flowed from the front to Lt. Col. Ralph T. 
Birkeness, Division Quartermaster at Port Moresby. All were marked 
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On th~ trail from the:: Buna Front to Sime::mi. 

Supplies /or Headquarlrrs. 

Native:: carriers and guards on tbe:: trail from Oro Bay to the:: Buna Front. 
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urgent. He had to assign priorities on the limited space of the planes 
and boats, determining whether the soldiers would receive bullets or 
rations, or food for the natives who were indispensahle as carriers and 
would go home unless red, or replacements for the ordnance watches 
"going to hell" in the damp climate of the Papuan jungle and needed 
for synchronization of combat efforts, or canister and Rame throwers 
when weapons available in the front lines failed to solve tactical 
problems. On one occasion, General Harding wired from his ad­
vanced headquarters, "So many priorities on medical, engineer, anti­
aircraft and other [supplies 1 are causing neglect of general ammuni­
tion and food for our fighting men." 

Quartermaster officers in the field reported that the troops subsisted 
for almost a week on a daily diet of one-third of a "c" ration and 
one-sixth of a "D" ration':' equivalent to about 1,000 calories a day. 
Even when shipping space was available, the problem was not solved. 
Foods in glass jars were packed in paper cartons which disintegrated 
in the rain. The jars, unprotected by cartons, often broke. There 
was a shortage of packing equipment. Parachutes used for the drops 
had to be salvaged for further use. However, as the operation pro­
gressed, both headquarters and officers at the front learned by trial 
and error what was needed, in what quantity, and bow to use effi­
ciently the available transportation . 

The establishment and maintenance of communications across the 
Owen Stanley Mountains and in ti,e Buna area involved many diffi­
culties. Shortage of space on the air supply line from Port Moresby 
limited delivery of equipment. Radio sets corroded or shortcircuited 
in the hot, moist air even when protected from the heavy rains. The 
more powerful radios used for communication between the front and 
Port Moresby worked well, but the limited Signal Corps staff was 
swamped with the coding and decoding of messages. Portable radios 
were often ineffective because the dense growth of trees and under­
brush limited their range. 

Headquarters at Simemi was connected with Dobodura, Hariko, 
and Oro Bay by teletype. Telephone wires were laid to each regi­
mental headquarters, to the four air strips, to aircraft warning stations, 
and to all artillery batteries. Where jungle and swamp were abso­
lutely impenetrable, reels were mounted on rafts and field wire was 

, A "C" .. Ilion weiJ.:h ~ 4.2 JlOlInd ~ and :l "0" ration consists of thrrc cho.:olatr ba rs. 



strung on trees as the rafts Aoated downstream. Altogether some 300 
miles of wire were laid, all of it by hand and much of it under fire. 

On 2~ Decemher, ISt Lt. Philip S. Winson of the 32rl Signal Company, 
while laying a baltalion ohs~: rvatio1\ pOSI lelephone linc, was wilh a 
platoon of the 126th Infantry which was isolated hy enemy counter­

attack. For organizing the defense of several captured enemy 
bunkers, he received a citation. 

Lines were frequently broken by enemy patrols or bombing. 
Native carriers innocently cut lengths of wire to tie up their bundles. 

Repair parties were sniped at by the Japanese in daylight, and at night 
were fired on by our own men, who were suspicious of any movement 
in the dark. However, communications were maintained effectively 

throughout the operation; few eompbints were heard. 
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Battering at Buna 

{I9 ~overnber--I4 l)ecernberJ 
(Map NO.4. facing page 27) 

FIRST CONTACT 

Early on 19 November the 1St and 3d Battalions, 128th Infantry, 
moved north in the rain along parallel trails to attack the Japanese 
forces on the east flank, which ran from the sea along the New Strip 
to Simemi Creek. C Company led the 1St Battalion up the coastal 
Irail toward Duropa Plantation; the 3d Battalion, with K Company as 
advance guard, trudged along the track from Simemi village toward 
the New Strip. Both units advanced until they met rifle and automa­
tic fire, then stopped. Ground observation was impossible; jungle and 
,wamp limited expansion of the front and prevented direct communi­
cation between the two battalions. The 3d Battalion was about 500 
yards southwest of the New Strip, and the 1St Battalion was approxi­
mately abreast on the coast. During the day, in the confusion of at­
tack in the jungle, the leading units were completely out of contact 
with one another and had even lost contact within themselves. As 
night came on, rain was again falling. Our men could hear the 
sound of truck motors behind the Japanese lines, indicating that rein­
forcements were coming up; they could also hear the noise of pound­
ing which suggested that the enemy was strengthening his defenses. 

With this attack the Buna operation really commenced. It was not 
to be marked by broad strategic movements, for the terrain limited 
our action to a series of penetrations along well-defined corridors 
through the impassable swamps. During the first 26 days, our troops 
felt out the strength of the enemy's position, determined the general 
line of his well-<:amouflaged defensive works, and at the end of the 
period captured Buna Village. Our initial attempt to rush the enemy 
defenses had to give way to tactics of dogged infiltration by small 

27 



groups, bunker to bunker, until the last stubbornly defende" bunker 
was taken . Toward the end of December the introduction of light 
tanks and the weakening of the enemy forces speeded up the action, 
but throughout the operation it was the individual soldier's battle. 
Often cut off from his fellows by dense jungle underbrush, crawling 
on his belly in the sticky mud, each infantryman had to learn to 
fight alone. 

FEELING OUT THE ENEMY LINES (2(}-25 NOVEMBER) 

The disappointing results of the attack on 19 November did not 
destroy the confidence of our troops in a quick success, for Buna 
Mission was only 3 miles away. The 1st Battalion, 126th Infantry, 
arrived at the front during the 20th and went into the line on the 
right of the 1st Battalion, 128th Infantry, which by evening had 
pushed to the edge of Duropa Plantation. For tPe 21st, Division 
Headquarters ordered an all-out attack along tile entire front, to be 
preceded by a bombing run of our planes along tile enemy positions 
in the Plantation. 

The front lines were so indistinct in tile jungle that the bombing 
on the eastern front caused some casualties in the 3d Battalion, 128th 
Infantry, and damaged the morale of the entire unit. Apart from 
the failure of the air preparation, things went wrong, for the troops 
did not receive the divisional attack order until well after the bombing 
was over. The infantry attack was finally launched late in the after­
noon, following another bombing raid and a mortar concentration. 
Units made slight a"vances, met well-directed lire from snipers, 
machine guns, and mortars, and then withdrew to their original 
positions. 

On this same day, our first offensive against the western end of 
the Japanese stronghold also failed. The 2d Battalion, 128t1l Infantry, 
moved up west of the great swamp to take tile place of the 1st 
Rattalion, I26th Infantry (less three platoons of C Company and all 
of D Company), which, after its exhausting march over the mountains 
had been attached to the Australian 7th Division in operations west 
of the Girua River. The fresh battalion attacked up the Ango 
trail toward the junction where branches forked to the Mission on 
the right and to Buna Village on the left. As tile point of the 
battalion approached tllis junction, the leader, Sgt. Irving W. Hall 



of F Company, spotted a Japanese machine gun ')0 yarus ahead. By 
cool action he got his men off the trail hefore the enemy opened fire, 
and the remainder of the hattalion moved lip Oil both sides of the 
trail against the narrow salient in the fork. At 1330;; enemy fire 
from the salient, later known as the Triangle, had stopped our troops. 
This area was to be the scene of some of the bloodiest fighting on the 
whole Runa front. 

On 22 November the 2d Rattalion , 126th Infantry, was released 
by the Australian 7th Division to the 32d Division and Juvanceu 
along the Ango trail to support the 2d BattJlion, 128th Infantry. 
This was the last major troop movement on the Buna front until 
reinforcements arrived. Henceforth, the 2d Battalions of the I26th 
Infantry anu l28th Infantry were called the Urbana Force. Under 
the command of Col. John W . Mott, this force operated in the 
corridor west of the great swamp. On the east of that barrier, between 
Simemi Creek and the sea, the 1st and 3d Battalions of the I28th 
Infantry, the 1st Battalion of the 126th Infantry, and the Australian 
2/6 Independent Company formed the Warren Force under Brig. 
Gen. HJnford MacNider. When this officer was wounded on the 
23d, Col. J. Tracy Hale, J r., of the 128th Infantry took over command 
of the Warren Force. Until I January, these forces were to fight 
separate actions, each with its own story. 

The Urbana Force began an attack toward the Triangle on 24 
November (Sketch No. I, page 30). E Company, 126th Infantry, 
moved to the left Rank and got 400 yanls out into the swamp without 
meeting enemy opposition. By the next day it had struggled through 
the swamp to a point beyond Entrance Creek, close to the left-fork 
trail to the Village. 

F Company, 128th Infantry, moved directly up the trail; E and G 
Companies, 128th Infantry, swung around the right Rank. Enemy 
barbed wire and machine-gun fire stopped F Company at the apex 
of the Triangle. For a while tllC right-Rank companies had easy 
going. Then, as they came out on the kunai-grass strip soutbeast 
of tl,e Triangle, tl,ey encountered enemy fire. By dark it was clear 
that the enemy had drawn them into a trap on the relatively open 
ground, swept by fire from his fortifications. G Company lost its 
6o-mm mortars and light machine guns, and the men were forced 

• Time used in this pamphlet is Melbourne time plus I hour. 
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into the swamp to the south, Ammunition ran low, and there was 
no food, During the night most of the company made its way back 
to the main force, 

The day's fighting established clearly that the main enemy position 
in front of the Urbana Force was the deep narrow salient of the 
Triangle, commanding the Ango trail. Attack on the east side 
of this position was hampered both by swamp and by the open grass 
strip, where the enemy had excellent fields of fire, but the advance 
of E Company on the left suggested that the Triangle might be 
skirted on its western side, Consequently, attacks on the Urbana 
front during the next month were directed at the area west and north 
of the Triangle, 

A WEEK OF ATTACK (26 NOVEMBER-2 DECEMBER) 

On Thanksgiving Day, 26 November, the main action shifted to 

the Warren front, where our forces made a heavy attack, concentrat-
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ing in a push northward through the Duropa Plantation. The 3d 
Battalion, 128th Infantry, left I Company under Lt. Carl K. Fryday 
to guard the Simemi trail, moved over to the coast and joined the 
rst Battalion, 126th Infantry, to form the first wave. The 1st Bat­
talion, 128th Infantry, followed 100 yards in rear of the left flank, 

lapana~ De/emu in the Dllropa Plantation. 



ready to push through and swing west. The frontage of the 3d 
Battalion, which made the main push on the coast, was about 400 

yards; that of the 1st Battalion on the left was 800 yards; company 
fronts varied from 125 to 600 yards, depending on the opposition 
expected. 

The attack of the 26th was the first in which the artillery could 
furnish real support. When the initial plans were made shipping 
had not been available for the transportation of artillery by sea; moving 
it by land over the mountains was obviously impossible; but by almost 
single-handed exertions, Brig. Gen. (now Maj. Gen.) Albert W. Wal­
dron, Divisional Artillery Officer, managed to work some pieces for­
ward by water and by air. On 26 November the following artillery 
had arrived: 
Nt/mba 
01 Plt'eN Arl;lIt'ry Unit 

3 3·7-in. howitzers Australian 1St Mountain Battery. 
2 25-pounders ... One troop, Australian 2/ 5 Field Regiment. 
4 2s-pounders One troop, Australian 2/ ' Field Regiment . 

IOs-mm howitzer . Battery A, U. S. 129th Field Artillery Battalion. 

The artillery was divided between the east flank, on the coast north 
of Hariko, and the west flank in the vicinity of Ango, but the area 
of operations was so small that the fire of all guns could be concen­
trated at any point on the front. At first, however, the artillery was 
handicapped by inadequate maps and lack of ground observation. 
The Hight of Australian Wirraway observation planes which had been 
brought up to Dobodura to meet this difficulty, did good work through­
out the campaign in adjusting artillery fire. The pilots of the Wir­
raways were fearless in their hazardous job of hovering over enemy 
positions; one pilot even crept up on an unsuspecting Zero and downed 
it by one short burst. 

Shortage of ammunjtion was also a problem. The original am­
munition supply plan had to be given up by 7 December because 
of djfficulties in transportation. Supply in predetermined quantities 
and types was then tried but abandoned on '7 December, partly be­
cause of frequent changes in requirements. Thenceforth ammunition 
was supplied through requisition by rounds of specific types, but 
always had to be used with the greatest economy. On 26 December 
the Australian 1st Mountain Battery ran out of ammunition and took 
no further part in the operation. 



The Warren Force's attack on the morning of 26 November was 
preceded by aerial strafing and bombing. From <YJ30 to 0825, P-40'S 
ancl Rcaufighters strafed at tree-top level from the west end of the 
New Strip to Cape Endaiadcre. A-20's homhed the rcar arcas from 
0835 to oR53. These air attacks were followed hy a half hour of 
pounding by the artillery, mortars, and machine guns. Everything 
proceeded according to schedule until the infantry jumped off at 0930. 
At once it became apparent that the supporting fires had not touched 
the enemy bunkers. Concealed machine guns and snipers opened 
LIp, and at nightfall our lines were in practically the same position 
as before the attack. Units of the 1st Battalion. I26th Infantry, had 
got close enough to the Japanese bunkers to see that the enemy 
machine guns were barricaded with oil drums and had a roof over 
them, but our troops did not yet fully understand the nature of the 
Japanese defenses. 

A 3-day lull followed this repulse. On the Urbana front, units 
worked along the left flank to extend the line which E Company 
had previously established on the Buna Village trail. Active patrol­
ling in this zone added to our scanty information regarding enemy 
positions. 

On the 30th, the attack was renewed on both fronts . The Urbana 
Force made its main effort to the west of Entrance Creek. Units 
of this force moved up through the swamps during the night and 
jumped off before dawn against Buna Village. Within 100 yards 
they met machine-gun fire but pressed on despite heavy casualties, 
and by the end of the day they bad made limited gains. In a wide 
flanking movement, F Company, I28th Infantry, reached Siwori Vil­
lage and so cut enemy land communication between the Buna and 
Sanananda fronts. Other units got to the outskirts of Buna Village. 
On the right, E Company, I28th Infantry, advanced west of Entrance 
Creek toward Coconut Grove, which lies along the Buna Village 
trail just north of the Triangle. They failed to take the Grove, which 
was to prove almost as difficult to penetrate as the Triangle. In this 
action the 2d Battalion, t28th Infantry, captured the first prisoner 
taken in the Buna campaign. 

The attack on the Warren front was not so successful. The plan 
for the 30th differed materially from that of 26 November, when two 
battalions had attacked northward in the Plantation. This time one 



battalion was to move west along tbe New Strip to deal witb tbe 
opposition along its nortbern edge, and only one battalion was to 
advance nortb along tbe coast through the Plantation. TIle battalion 
in reserve would be ready to support either attack. Bren-gun carriers 
which had been counted on to spearhead tbe attack failed to arrive 
because of a shortage in shipping. 

The infantry, attacking at dawn, made almost no progress. Lead­
ing tbe push nortb through the Plantation, A Company, I28th In­
fantry, ran into a log barricade on its right, while its left platoon 
was held up b~ automatic fire. It tried to knock out the barricade 
by mortar fire, but failed. Then a 37-mm gun was brought up for 
direct fire on the obstacle, but still the company could not advance. 
By noon tbe men were digging in where they were, and at nightfall 
B Company relieved tbem squad by squad. 

Two companies of the 1st Battalion, 126th Infantry, pushed toward 
the eastern end of the New Strip but fared little better. C Company, 
advancing west on tbe south edge, was stopped when it was halfway 
along tbe strip by heavy fire coming from tbe nortb across tbe open 
field. It was apparent tbat Japanese defenses, concealed where tbe 
Duropa Plantation surrounds tbe spur which juts off nortbeast from 
tbe strip, commanded all tbe neighboring cleared ground. B Com­
pany reached the southeastern tip of tbe New Strip but got no farther. 

At the conclusion of the attack on 30 November, tbe Warren Force 
had not penetrated the main line of enemy defensive positions, which 
was not to be cracked until tanks were employed on 18 December. 
Through tbe Duropa Plantation, from the sea to tbe nortb end of tbe 
little spur off tbe New Strip, tbe Japanese had a strong line of bunkers, 
each surrounded by individual emplacements linked witb the main 
bunker by trenches. The western end of this line, just nortbwest of 
the spur, formed an almost impregnable strongpoint with fields of 
fire to tbe east across the spur, to tile south across the New Strip, and 
to tbe west across tbe open ground north of the New Strip. 

In many ways this strongpoint was the key defensive position in tbe 
Plantation area. As long as the enemy held it, tbe line to the coast 
could not be turned on its western extremity; frontal assault by 
infantry supported only by mortar and artillery fire proved unsuc­
cessful time and time again. When the enemy defenses at tbe bridge 
on tbe Sinlemi-Buna trail over Sinlemi Creek were explored in the 
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next few days, it was discovered that another strongpoint had been 
constructed there. The cross fire between the bunkers at the bridge 
and the bunkers at the east end of the New Strip was to make attack 
north across the open ground of the strip so costly as to be impractical. 
Finally, Allied naval support was not available to carry out an 
amphibious landing farther up in the Plantation. 

Meanwhile, a new commander for the forces attacking Buna was 
on the way. Lt. Gen. Robert L. Eichelberger, Commander of the 
U. S. I Corps, and staff officers landed at Dobodura on the morning 
of , December, after conferring with General MacArthur in Port 
Moresby the previous evening. At '300 on the same day he assumed 
command of the Allied forces operating east of the Girua River. 

The following morning General Eichelberger and his staff carne to 
the front and watched another attack all along the line. The Urbana 
Force again attacked Buna Village and again failed, although G Com­
pany, 126th Infantry, under Lt. Cladie A. Bailey, mopped up a japa­
nese command post and supporting bunkers and then advanced Our 
right Bank to Entrance Creek. On the Warren front, the two main 
enemy positions, one at the bridge over Simemi Creek and the other 
in Duropa Plantation, stood as firm ly as ever. B Company, 126th In­
fantry, got men within 25 yards of enemy positions in the Plantation. 
They could not penetrate the final protective lines, where they ran 
into well-coordinated machine-gun fire, and were forced to withdraw 
to the southeastern tip of the strip. At the Simemi bridge, A Com­
pany, 128th Infantry, tried grenades, 6o-mm mortar fire, and infiltra­
tion, but could not reduce the bunkers or get men through the murder­
ous cross fire of enemy light machine guns so sited that they swept 
the level terrain . At the close of the day the japanese positions in the 
key areas were as strong as they had been when first assaulted on 19 
November. 

Even before tbe attack on 2 December, our troops were tired and 
dispirited, and this last repulse reduced their confidence to a low ebb, 
probably the lowest of the entire campaign. Two weeks of fighting 
had not even dented the japanese line. Rations had been so short 
that troops sometimes received only one-sixth of a "C" ration per day. 
Torrential rain alternated with jungle heat. The insects seemed as de­
termined as the enemy. Casualties from disease and wounds had 
reduced all battalions to approximately half strength. 





by air and water and quicker distribution to front-line units. The 
Bren-gun carriers, with Australian crews, arrived, and orders were 
prepared for an advance on the morning of 5 December. On the 
Warren front all three battalions were to take part. While two fol­
lowed the Brens north through the Plantation, the third was to take 
the bridge over Simemi Creek (Sketch NO.2, page 37). 

Early on the morning of the 5th, six A-20'S made a bombing run 
from the Old Strip to Cape Endaiadere, and all the artillery in the 
Buna area concentrated its fire 500 yards ahead of our troops in the 
Plantation. At 0842 L Company, 128th Infantry, moved forward 
with the Brens on a 200-yard front while our machine guns strafed 
the trees to comb out the snipers. The presence of the Bren-gun car­
riers proved a complete surprise to the enemy, but he quickly rallied. 
As the Brens swung to the west to rake the enemy front lines, snipers 
in the trees picked off the crews from above; Japanese soldiers on 
the ground tossed hand grenades over the sides of the carriers. 
Within 30 minutes the Brens were immobilized. Fire from the front 
and from the strongpoint to the left pinned down the infantry, and 
by 1000 our men had withdrawn to their original lines. The Brens 

Disabft'd Brt'n-Glln Corrit'rr. 

After the attack of 5 December in the Duropa Plantation. 



lay deserted out in front and were stripped of their weapons by the 
Japanese before nightfall. 

The 1st Battalion, 128th Infantry, moved up to the left of the 3d 
Battalion and attacked north across the eastern end of the New Strip 
toward the Japanese strongpoint. Under Lt. Samuel J. Scott, A Com­
pany made its way across the strip by noon and pushed on toward the 
spur. B Company under Lt. Milan 1. Bloecher then went in on the 
left to cross the strip just west of the spur. At '400 it had reached 
the south edge of the strip and set up its light machine guns on the 
left to protect the crossing. The soldiers crawled out in the fairly 
high grass, only to meet very heavy sniper fire when they reached a 
bare spot in the middle of the New Strip. The heat of the sun in 
the tall grass was terrific; the crack of a sniper's shot or a short 
burst from an enemy light machine gun followed any incautious 
movement. By 1700 the men of both A and B Companies were 
exhausted. At nightfall B Company reassembled on the south edge 
of the New Strip. The Antitank Platoon of the 1st Battalion, now 
constituted as a rifle unit, crawled up to relieve A Company in the 
Plantation just south of the spur. 

The 1St Battalion, I26th Infantry, was meanwhile attacking the 
bunker area at the bridge over Simemi Creek. Fire from mortars 
and 37-mm guns forced the Japanese out of some of their positions 
east of the bridge. Then A Company and elements of C Company 
closed for an assault, but machine-gun fire on their left flank forced 
their withdrawal to a line about 200 yards south of the bridge. When 
artillery fire failed to reduce the enemy defenses, frontal attack was 
given up and B Company, relieving A on the line in the afternoon, 
Iried to bypass the strongpoint by infiltrating across the creek south­
west of the bridge. The attempt was frustrated by deep water and 
impassable swamp. No further gains were made during the day on 
that sector. 

On the Urbana front, the 2d Battalion, 126th Infantry, was given 
the task of pushing through to the sea, thus cutting off Buna Village 
from the Mission (Sketch NO. 3, page 40) . The 2d Battalion, 128th 
Infantry, was to protect both flanks of the 126th. The infantry 
attacked at 1030 after an artillery and mortar concentration. For 
the first 30 minutes it met little opposition as it advanced cautiously 
through the jungle. Then the Cannon Company, 128th Infantry, 
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