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PRAISE FOR BOOKS BY RICK ANTONSON

Walking with Ghosts in Papua New Guinea

“Walking With Ghosts In Papua New Guinea is among the best travel narratives I have read. Rick Antonson beautifully creates a sense of the environment in New Guinea as well as the local people he encountered. He effortlessly weaves in the dramatic wartime history of the Kokoda Trail as his party treks across rushing streams and up and down the mountainous terrain. I highly recommend this book to armchair travelers anxious to experience life in a truly wild, and in many ways, primitive world.”

—James P. Duffy, author of War at the End of the World

“A wild and forbidding terrain reveals its dramatic history. Vancouver-based travel writer Antonson vividly recounts a two-week, 60-mile journey on the formidable Kokoda Trail in Papua New Guinea, a rugged terrain marked by jungle, bogs, gullies, cliffs, malarial mosquitoes, rigorous ascents, and steep, slippery descents . . . An absorbing account of a physically and spiritually challenging journey.”

—Kirkus Reviews

Full Moon over Noah’s Ark

“It’s not just about the journey, or standard travel writing. It’s about story-telling, and Rick takes us on a magical, almost mystical adventure to destinations once only shrouded in mythology.”

—Peter Greenburg, travel editor, CBS News

“A book filled with the enthusiasm of discovery, the delight in accomplishment, and the relief of return.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“This is one of those rare books, full of emotion and insight, the work of a true traveler.”

—Dina Bennett, author of Peking to Paris

To Timbuktu for a Haircut

“Rick Antonson’s classic travel memoir.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Anyone planning a trip to Africa should put Antonson’s book on their packing list right after malaria tablets.”

—National Post

“In the magical-travel-names-department, Timbuktu undoubtedly holds the trump card—Marrakesh, Kathmandu, or Zanzibar are mere runners-up—but Rick Antonson’s trek to the fabled desert city proves that dreamtime destinations are found in our minds just as much as on our maps.”

—Tony Wheeler, co-founder of Lonely Planet and author of Bad Lands: A Tourist on the Axis of Evil

“The remarkable combination of Rick Antonson exploring the ancient mysteries of Timbuktu matched with the rich culture of Mali that he captures so well . . . makes a page-turner from start to finish.”

—Jerry W. Bird, editor, Africa Travel Magazine

Route 66 Still Kicks

“One of the best books of the bunch.”

—The New York Times 2012 round up of holiday travel books

“A must for Route 66 aficionados.”

—Chicago Tribune

“The most impressive account of a road trip I have ever read.”

—Paul Taylor, publisher of Route 66 Magazine

“A middle-age Woodstock in motion, an encounter with an America that isn’t as lost as we think . . . in the end Antonson proves that Route 66 indeed still kicks—as does America.”

—Keith Bellows, editor in chief, National Geographic Traveler
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The Asia Pacific region as it is today. New Guinea is said by some to be “the last wild place on earth.” The western half is part of Indonesia. The eastern half is the country of Papua New Guinea—a name by which the entire island is frequently, and erroneously, referenced. The Kokoda Trail is shown here as a thin line on the eastern portion of the island.
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The Kokoda Trail is on the island of New Guinea, in today’s country of Papua New Guinea (PNG), which was formed in 1975. The island has been called “the last unknown.” In 1942, American General Douglas MacArthur called it “green hell.” Action there during World War II took place within the context of a regional theater of war. The place names shown are circa 2019.
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What I regard as the most important single element in the physical act of walking: rhythm. But the fact remains that although you must change gear in an almost literal sense at the bottom and top of a steep hill you can maintain the deeper continuity of the old rhythm.

—Colin Fletcher, The Complete Walker
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There are a dozen bridges over creeks and rivers along the Kokoda Trail. They are frequently damaged by weather and water, requiring replacement. Each bridge, whether an assortment of logs and branches shoved together or vine-lashed architectural beauties, is designed for locals and used by trekkers.



 

It’s all a strange history, and histories never end, but go on living in their consequences.

—Henry James


ONE

Miles from Nowhere

“I have come from 50,000 years.”

—Kumalau Tawali, Papuan poet

Who can resist serendipity? Surely not a traveler . . .

It was August in Australia, their southern winter. I’d flown there from North America’s summer, the climatic juxtaposition accented by Queensland’s tropical setting. My wife Janice was in airport management and a new posting had brought her to Cairns a few months before my visit, giving her time to settle into work responsibilities while temporarily living out of an apartment. On the afternoon I arrived, we moved fourteen miles north of Cairns Airport to Clifton Beach and into our leased house, one with Balinese architecture. Waves from the Coral Sea pounded to shore in the background. As evening arrived that first night, the moving crew finished unloading the furnishings, and took away cardboard packaging for recycling. Our new home was beginning to feel comfortable.

A gruff voice shouted over the neighbor’s fence: “Who are you?”

“Come over and find out,” Janice replied.

Within two minutes, they were at our place. The movers had left the front door ajar. A man and wife, whose ages paralleled our own, walked in.

Wens’s smile made its own welcome. She was a dozen years younger than her partner. “Glen,” he said, one hand reaching out to shake mine while the other clasped two beer bottles by their necks. He passed me one. “Friends call me the Monk.” He was a walking fitness regimen, four inches shorter than my six feet and without the paunch.

“Hope you’re staying longer than the last renters,” said Wens.

Janice assured her that the work visa was for three years.

Monk returned to the open doorway where he retrieved a case of cold Fosters and a bottle of Jim Beam. “We’ll only stay awhile,” he said.

As the hours marched on, our lives entwined. We told each other our (undoubtedly embellished) life stories as takeout pizza topped with bacon and egg and crocodile spring rolls arrived by delivery and quickly disappeared, washed down with ale and wine.

By midnight, there was little verbal jousting left unsaid in the new friendship between Monk and me. He was self-made, self-educated, and self-sufficient. He could fix anything with moving parts. He’d built houses, and once owned a fleet of mobile mechanic shops that moved around Australia delivering parts and providing mechanical expertise. That’d made him financially independent.

Monk recounted his escapades in Southeast Asia and it made my travel envy rise. He owned a restaurant in Bali, where he had a part-time home. Wanting to offer anecdotes to rival his, I told him of my recent ascent of 17,000-foot Mount Ararat in eastern Turkey, and an Outward Bound expedition to a summit in Canada. When hearing those, his mood shifted noticeably, and his face took on a gleam of seriousness that I misinterpreted as respect. He pursed his lips as if debating with himself. He guzzled yet another beer.

I detected a slight nod of his head, as though he’d reached an internal decision. He moved his left shoulder into mine in a nudge I took to be a dare.

“I’m going to do the Kokoda,” he said. “Do you wanna come?”

“Absolutely,” I said, without hesitation, emboldened by a few hours of liquid courage. He held out his hand and I grasped it in firm commitment.

Wens gave a warning smile to Janice, who simply laughed. This kind of rash behavior was not surprising to her.

“Agreed, then.” A smirk in Monk’s eyes cemented our quest.

There was just one thing I wasn’t one hundred percent sure about.

“What’s the Kokoda?” I asked.

Monk played to my ignorance. “It’s a walk across the country.”

“Which country?”

“Papua New Guinea.”

The American writer Peter Matthiessen wrote of a first Papuan who was the earliest human to arrive on the island of New Guinea. “How many years, or centuries of years, this man had wandered out of Africa and Asia may never be known, for he traveled lightly, and he left no trail.” Papuan poet Kumalau Tawali narrowed Matthiessen’s speculation with his own understanding: “I have come from 50,000 years.” Archaeologists agree.

The first Papuan people arrived by sea, landing on the island’s northern shores. Contingents crossed the equator in rudimentary craft, pushed southward by currents and winds. They found a place with abundant seafood, lush jungles and welcoming beaches (with seasonal inlets), open plains (with swampy floods), and mountains (with roiling rivers). In our modern calendar’s vernacular, we show that time as 50,000 BCE.

Those Melanesians were of Southeast Asian descent. This was the same period when Australia, the barren continent south of New Guinea, also received its first immigrants. At one time there existed a 100-mile land connection between these two landmasses, but as the last Ice Age started to recede, circa 15,000 BCE, its melt raised sea levels globally and this dry breach was eventually lost as the rising waters turned higher ground into hundreds of islands. By 6,000 BCE, ocean waters had formed yet-to-be-named landmarks: Australia, and this new island of New Guinea, with the Torres Strait in between them and the Coral Sea to the east.

More people continued to arrive and took up isolated habitats, each claiming a valley, a hillside, or a shoreline as their own. They seldom interacted with other established groups. Their self-reliance required neither trade nor war. The island became home to highland cliques as well as jungle clans and coastal dwellers, each tribe developing its own parlance and subsistence lifestyle.

Of course, I didn’t know any of this yet on the morning after meeting Monk, when I awoke hungover with Papua New Guinea on my mind. Sipping coffee brought a first reference point. I remembered a thick, flavorful brew with a nice reputation sourced from that country.

My scant knowledge about the place was, frankly, embarrassing. For anyone living in Europe or North America, “PNG,” as Monk called it, is about as far away from home as you can get. It is tucked unceremoniously above Australia. After World War II it was largely ignored in world affairs unless a foreigner went missing or an explorer mentioned a “lost tribe.” Forgotten, perhaps, but not gone. I wondered about the country’s people. What brought them together as a nation? I could not visualize their flag nor hear their music. No native language came to mind.

My next thought was of Amelia Earhart; hadn’t she made her final takeoff from there, never to be seen again?

Into my thinking crept the name Rockefeller. The son of a famous US governor went missing in New Guinea in the 1960s. He’d fallen off a boat—and was thought to have swum into a tribe of headhunters who killed him and, quite possibly, ate him.

I was somewhat aware of a current unease in PNG. In the months before I arrived in Australia, Janice had twice been to PNG on airport business, staying within Port Moresby’s business community, a protective zone of landings, consultations, and takeoffs. She told me, “I went from one meeting to another escorted by a guard with a shotgun and a dog named Gangster.” Along with that had come stories of raskols, gangs whose bad behavior provided cover for what was wrong with the country (high unemployment, poor economy, rampant crime, and perceived lack of benefits for communities hosting mining or logging operations). Monk reinforced what Janice conveyed when he said, “Every Aussie who heads to PNG has the risk of raskols in the back of their mind.”

In one of his travel books, Running Away to Sea, writer George Fetherling observed the early days of the raskols phenomenon in Papua New Guinea, decades ago. He wrote, “Anthropologists and others would have you believe that the best time to visit PNG is always yesterday, before it was exposed to western daylight.” The plight that spawned the raskols movement continues to flourish today. Squatter settlements grew as families were drawn to larger towns and Moresby. Employment was hard to find. As the number of disenfranchised residents increased, the percentage of angry ones grew as well. More young men sought out the drug trade. The problem spread throughout the islands, exhibiting itself in kidnappings, assaults, and robberies—often for minor financial gain. The brazen raskols became synonymous with the image of the country, staining the PNG brand. They have been blamed for deterring tourists. Raskols came to be seen as the reason for, not the result of, 60-plus percent unemployment in urban areas. One result: façades of prickly steel wire wrap around anywhere comfortable in Port Moresby while also securing the town’s ranking among the world’s most unlivable cities. One such survey’s 130-city listing placed Lagos in Nigeria, Dhaka in Bangladesh, and Karachi in Pakistan ahead of Port Moresby, which came in at last place.

The view of omnipresent danger in PNG was one that my travels would cure, but prior to meeting Papuans personally it was prudent to consider one’s safety at risk when there.

Other matters surfaced as I pondered my new destination. Many years ago, my first fascination with travel writers came from reading Peter Matthiessen’s The Snow Leopard. Entranced, I sought out his earlier writing and spent time with Under the Mountain Wall, about his time in New Guinea. Unlike the first book, that one didn’t stick. I couldn’t digest his intense writing or the complexity of the society about which he wrote. I gave up on the book, though his writing left a marker in my memory; he’d contrasted starkly those people who lived there and those who chose to visit. As I would soon be one of the latter, I realized it best to review Matthiessen’s narrative as a more mature reader.

Only later would I find the numbers to inform another piece of trivia I tried to recall that morning: of the 6,800 “living languages” that survive in our world, 8321 of them are found in Papua New Guinea, making it “the most linguistically diverse place on earth.”

Monk arrived on our front porch. A cup of coffee hung in the grip of two fingers and his other hand scrunched a sheet of paper. “Thought we should talk about the Kokoda Trail, mate, since you’ll be coming along.”

He smoothed the paper on the kitchen countertop, revealing a map. “We start here,” he said, pointing to the city of Port Moresby2 on the southeastern coast of New Guinea. “Moresby’s the capital of PNG.” His finger traced a jagged northeastern arc from there across the country, moving over a razorback range of mountains. “That’s the Kokoda Trail. We’ll walk it.” His finger continued toward ocean beaches on the northern coast. “Then to here.” He tapped the map as a punctuation mark. “Two weeks all in.”

“Remind me again why we’re doing this,” I asked.

“You said you wanted to.”

I wondered about Monk’s motivations for such a dramatic trek. Was he hiding something from me? He pivoted to another topic as though he sensed my question. “In World War II, the Japanese landed heaps of soldiers on Papua’s northern beaches in July 1942,” he said. “They meant to cross the Kokoda Track and attack Moresby. With control of that, they’d be set to invade Australia. Can’t have that now, can we, mate?”

I was learning about such places as the Owen Stanley Range, mountains named after a Royal Navy captain who surveyed there in the mid-1800s. They stretch for 200 miles in an east-west slant along the geographic tail of Papua New Guinea. The range is 55 miles wide where Monk and I would be. In places the peaks rise to 9,000 feet. “Our walk”—he still called it a walk—“will reach 7,000 feet altitude.” The journey would take us through awe-inspiring foliage. We’d visit dozens of out-of-the-way sites familiar only to Papuans and trekkers. Locals would be open to our arrival and just as happy to see us leave. We’d listen to music not heard anywhere else. The vistas would be breathtaking. If the demands of the trek didn’t kill us (as they had others in recent years), we’d have the trip of a lifetime.

Later, as I was unpacking Janice’s books and putting them on a shelf in the den, I arranged Snakes of Australia, Australian Crocodiles, the less alarming Birds of Australia, and two bush cookbooks. There was an atlas that oriented me: Port Moresby was a two-hour flight north of where I stood.

I would learn more about this mysterious land in books I borrowed, online, or in conversations, feeling awkward with how little I knew about one of the world’s most enchanting places, replacing that ignorance with facts. New Guinea’s pocket tribes had lived in a nameless place for its unwritten history. Portuguese spice- and slave-seeker Jorge de Meneses was the first European to poke about the west coast of the island in 1526. Upon seeing dwellers with coil-like hair, he designated the area as Ilhas dos Papuas. His “Island of the Papuans” was based around the Malay word papua, meaning frizzy-haired.

Nearly 20 years later, the Spanish explorer Inigo Ortiz de Retes sailed along the north coast of the island, scouting locations for a colony. The terrain reminded him of Guinea in Africa, so he named it Nueva Guinea.

Spanish man-about-the-seas Luís Vaz de Torres, in 1606, was the first recorded European to make his way through the passage between today’s Australia and New Guinea, leaving his name for the Torres Strait. He staked claim on the island, as one would in those days, in the name of the Spanish King. His arrogance was indifferent to the possibility that others might have preceded him, and paid no mind to the concept of indigenous peoples and their traditional lands.

When British Captain James Cook made his first voyage charting the Pacific Ocean, he visited New Zealand and Australia. Then he sailed through the Torres Strait (he called it Endeavour Strait) but didn’t make landfall. His journal in August of 1770 showed the ship’s location as “off New Guinea.” Following on through the Torres Strait in 1789, not at all willingly, was Lieutenant William Bligh, freshly adrift off the HMS Bounty and making what is still the longest-ever ocean voyage in an open launch, some 4,000 nautical miles to Timor.

The last century of political evolution has been complicated for New Guinea, which is the world’s second-largest island. (Greenland’s the answer you’re looking for . . .) With the end of World War I, Australia accepted a protective role over the newly-named Territory of Papua and Territory of New Guinea. Ambiguity was such that many Japanese soldiers invading the country in 1942 believed they were invading Australia, and in a sense they were correct, as Papua was an Australian territory with almost the same legal connection as Australia’s Northern Territory of the time.

Today the island’s western half (formerly Dutch New Guinea) confuses nomenclature for references in my text, as it includes both the Indonesian provinces named Papua (known as Irian Jaya as recently as 2002) and West Papua. The island’s eastern half, along with a number of islands, forms Papua New Guinea’s 178,700 square miles (slightly larger than California and slightly smaller than Texas). Its population is over eight million, half of them children.

Travel that is too premeditated steals ah-ha moments from a journey, and dampens discovery. Yet I was hungry to understand our walk’s historic context. Perspective came in the parallel of two warmongering nations in Europe and Asia, both plotting to expand their power in 1939. Germany occupied Poland, with their eyes on the Netherlands and Belgium; they also planned to invade France, Britain, and elsewhere. Also that year, in Asia, Japan extended its hold on China, and ruled the Korean Peninsula (North and South Korea did not exist separately until 1945) with their eyes on Indochina (today Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam); they also planned to invade Thailand, Singapore, and elsewhere—notably Papua New Guinea, which would secure their southern perimeter and poise them to attack Australia, should they wish.

Port Moresby was the only place on the island geographically suited to base an army division of 20,000 or more. As the historian Dr. Peter Williams put it: “It had an excellent anchorage for a large fleet, an airfield and lots of flat land to build others, docks and storage space for the equipment armies need, and a reliable supply of fresh water.” Port Moresby in Japanese hands would also remove the American and Australian ability to base aircraft there within striking distance of the Japanese fleet.

Over six months in late 1942, Papua became the lynchpin that fell loose from the Asian aggressor’s planning wheel, changing everything.

As I learned of PNG’s pivotal position in that world conflict, I also learned about the country’s inhospitable terrain. The physical requirements of our journey caught my attention. My ascent of Mount Ararat was a few years earlier, at a time when I was extremely fit. Since then, weight had been gained, not shed. I needed to drop my newfound Aussie affection for beer, and get into shape. The arduous nature of our trek was not new to me, but it was nevertheless intimidating.

I’d moved to Australia about a year out from the date Monk and I had set for our walk. To prepare, Monk and I made hill hikes in the Australian rainforest. One morning, we took on Earl Hill near Cairns, as had become our practice. It was a steep climb for 30 or 40 minutes, followed by a jarring decent. We’d been told its one-hour circuit replicated one hour on the Kokoda Trail, and that one day on the Kokoda could be equivalent to five or six times up and down Earl Hill.

On those jaunts, I’d taken to spouting short questions on the hike up, conserving my energy. Monk, never short of breath, would expound on whatever topic I’d raised. I listened to his history buff responses, and huffed behind him. This is how I learned that, for Australians, their soldiers’ defense of Papua New Guinea had come to symbolize World War II, similar to how Gallipoli3 symbolized World War I for them: a defining moment in the country’s coming-of-age during international conflict.

I also understood that Japan lusted after the precious resources such as iron, natural gas, and oil that would be available to them if they moved southward to Indochina.4 As Monk put it, “The territories Japan coveted were protectorates of European nations occupied by Hitler. They were vulnerable.” The Netherlands was unable to protect the Dutch East Indies, which supplied much of the world’s rubber. France, its Vichy government cooperating with Germany, was not about to provide support for its Indochina colony. Britain, threatened by a German invasion, could not ensure protection for Hong Kong, Singapore, or Malaya.

As we hiked that day, I tripped on an Earl Hill stump and tottered along the trail. Monk put a steadying hand on my pack. We stopped for a rest, drinking from our water bottles. Monk opened a chocolate bar, and talked on. Clearly, he was intrigued with the war’s greater causes and nearby effects: “Imperial Headquarters in Tokyo viewed US trade and military outposts in the Pacific as exporting American values like democracy, particularly in the Philippines.”5 To watch over those interests, in 1940 the American Pacific Fleet had been deployed from San Diego to Pearl Harbor.

This had become clear: if Japan were to successfully invade the Asia Pacific region, first it must compromise US presence there. Japan’s plan called for six months—from start to finish—to achieve control over their targeted territory.

When Monk and I finished our first loop of Earl Hill that day, I drew deep breaths, gulping for a rest. He looked me in the eyes, nodded to the slope, and muttered, “Mate.” Then he bolted back up the incline. I wondered: why such determination?

That evening Monk phoned me. “Did you see tonight’s TV news?”

I hadn’t.

“A guy hiked Earl Hill this afternoon, less than an hour after we left. Had his camera with him. TV showed his video of a twelve-foot python snaking across the trail. Right where you tripped and we rested.” I wondered if the dangers of training for the Kokoda Trail might be greater than the dangers of trekking it.

On December 7, 1941 (going by US time zones—it actually overlapped with December 8 on Asia’s calendar), Japan swept to war in the Pacific, inflicting losses on the US Navy hardware, first attacking Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. Over the next seven hours, they hit Guam, Wake Island, Malaya, and Thailand, and targeted Shanghai and British Hong Kong.

Canada, with troops stationed in Hong Kong, was the first Western country to declare war on Japan. The following day, the US, New Zealand, and Britain joined them. In the immediate aftermath of the Pearl Harbor travesty, Australia’s prime minister said: “From one hour ago, Australia has been at war with the Japanese Empire.”

Ten hours after they attacked Pearl Harbor, the Imperial Japanese Navy had destroyed the infrastructure of American-led forces in the Philippines. US Army General Douglas MacArthur6 was forced to retreat from there to Australia.

The strategic town of Rabaul, east of New Guinea on the island of New Britain, was under Japanese control, just as they’d planned. Soon, Singapore surrendered, with 20,000 Australians and many British and Indian soldiers taken into captivity. Within days after the fall of Singapore, part of the same Japanese squadrons that attacked Pearl Harbor raided Darwin, Australia. Fronted by 188 carrier aircraft, both fighters and bombers, they were followed within the hour by 55 high-flying bombers from Japanese-controlled airfields in the Dutch East Indies. This attack sank ten ships including the USS destroyer Peary, and incapacitated harbor infrastructure, airports, and the town. In two bombing waves they dropped more bombs on Darwin than they’d used striking Pearl Harbor. The Australian population was startled and unnerved. The Japanese next targeted the Dutch holdings of Timor, Java, and Bali.

By early 1942, the key missing land piece in Japan’s Pacific Campaign was the territory of Papua on the island of New Guinea, specifically Port Moresby. Consequently, in March the Japanese army stormed the northeastern town of Lae in Papua to anchor its upcoming moves.

In response to all this, the 62-year-old MacArthur was appointed Supreme Allied Commander, South West Pacific Area, based in Brisbane. In the words of author James Duffy, the Australians “wanted an American commander who would ensure that the fight to save Australia from invasion would become an American fight.”

MacArthur’s nemesis was the seasoned 54-year-old Lieutenant-General Harukichi Hyakutake, the Seventeenth Army’s commander responsible for overseeing actions of the Japanese Imperial forces on Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands as well as their Moresby offensive in New Guinea. Hyakutake was based in Rabaul.

One morning a month before our trek, Monk and I were out for a power-walk on the beach, using the sand’s unpredictability to strengthen our ankles and calves in preparation for the Kokoda Trail’s foot-twisting root structure. Beautiful shores stretched along Clifton Beach and Palm Cove, where we lived. The ocean we trained alongside that morning was the Coral Sea.

“Maybe 600 miles northeast of here is where American and Aussie ships intercepted the Japanese navy,” offered Monk. His hand pointed generally to the nearby Great Barrier Reef, and northward.

When the Japanese navy left Rabaul, heading southward for their assault on Port Moresby, the flotilla was comprised of three aircraft carriers escorting transport ships carrying the Nankai Shitai (South Seas Force). These soldiers had fought in China for several years. Their record of winning land-based battles was 100 percent. Monk always made sure I understood the relevance of his training talks. “If the Japanese had won the Battle of the Coral Sea, then the Battle of the Kokoda Track would never have happened. And we wouldn’t be heading out on our walk.”

It wasn’t just our walk that wouldn’t have happened. Had Japan won the Battle of the Coral Sea, and then been able to take Port Moresby by sea, the US would not have invaded Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands, or they would have done so on a different timeline and almost certainly faced a much larger Japanese defense. Until we got talking about Guadalcanal, I didn’t realize the US invasion occurred coincident with the Papuan Campaign,7 with major ramifications for both conflicts. Although they were 800 miles apart, Monk reflected a popular sentiment that the two campaigns took place almost within sight and sound of each other. There was a shared cause and effect between the Australians winning along the Kokoda Track and the Americans winning in the Solomon Islands. The combined Australian and American successes set on course the geopolitics of the contemporary Asia Pacific region.

In Cairns, the dark comes clean near 6 p.m. year-round, similar to nightfall in Papua New Guinea. Janice arrived home early from work the day Monk and I had gone for our beach workout. She suggested we take a just-before-dusk walk along the same beach.

Janice asked about our morning training, verbalizing the question that always hung at the back of my mind: “Do you feel you’ll be ready?” My answer to myself was always less confident than the one I gave to her. “Oh, of course. We’re in great shape, and Monk’s attitude will get us both through the difficulties.”

It was her other question that evening that took me by surprise. Pointing to a metal contraption in the creek near the beach where we were walking, she asked, “That wasn’t there yesterday, was it?”

“No, it wasn’t,” I said. The massive crocodile trap set in place by wildlife experts alarmed me. There must have been a reported sighting. “And it wasn’t there when Monk and I were here this morning.”

That evening, in the safety of home and with a glass of wine underway, I read more about the Nankai Shitai landing on the Northern Beaches of Papua. Their planners envisioned crossing the Kokoda Track unnoticed and uncontested. They would attack Port Moresby and swiftly take control. But they met resistance from a smattering of Australian soldiers posted in support of native policemen near Buna, Sanananda,8 and Gona. Soon, Japanese forces overwhelmed those villages, but word had made its way back to Moresby and Australia that a Japanese invasion was underway.

Swiftly, Japanese soldiers moved inland and snared Kokoda Station (the village of Kokoda)9 with its airfield at the northern terminus of the Kokoda Track. Strategically, it would be the most advantageous property during the coming conflict, for whoever controlled it. The Japanese pushed the small contingent of Australian and Papuan soldiers back toward Isurava Village in the Owen Stanley Range. Meanwhile, Japanese engineers built up the Buna-Gona port and airfield, establishing a bustling supply base.

To counter these sudden moves by the Japanese, Australian militia were dispatched. A militia brigade—that’s three infantry battalions of approximately 600 soldiers each—was already in Moresby and available. They trudged north toward Isurava to reinforce the Australian and Papuan soldiers fending off the Japanese assault. Elements of the Australian Imperial Force (AIF), veterans who had fought German General Rommel in the North African desert, were rushed from Australia to Port Moresby and hustled up the track after the militia.

In August 1942, the stage was set for the Battle of the Kokoda Track. Some 75 years after that fateful month, Monk and I readied to walk, literally and figuratively, in the footsteps of those Australians, Japanese, Papuans, and Americans who were all part of the Papuan Campaign.

In many ways it mattered not on which side of the war you fought. Confrontations were vicious and hideous. Grounds were littered with remains of the dead. Any minor body scratch could turn septic. The Kokoda Track itself became a revolting sight, the conditions intolerable, even if those who were there had to tolerate them.

The best way I found to explain the wartime situation to friends was emailing a description I’d come across. It is from Colonel Frank Kingsley Norris, a medical officer who kept a diary of his time along the Kokoda Track in 1942. His autobiography is aptly called No Memory for Pain.

Here’s what Norris wrote:


Imagine an area approximately one hundred miles long; crumple and fold this into a series of ridges, rising higher and higher until seven thousand feet is reached, then declining again to three thousand feet; cover this thickly with jungle, short trees and tall trees tangled with great entwining savage vines; through the oppression of this density cut a little native track two or three feet wide, up the ridges, over the spurs, around gorges, and down across swiftly flowing mountain streams. Where the track clambers up the mountainsides, cut steps, big steps, little steps, steep steps, or clear the soil from the tree roots. Every few miles bring the track through a small patch of sunlit kunai grass or an old deserted native garden, and every seven or ten miles build a group of dilapidated grass huts as staging shelter, generally set in a foul, offensive clearing. Every now and then leave beside the track dumps of discarded, putrefying food, occasional dead bodies, and human foulings. In the morning flicker the sunlight through the tall trees, after midday and throughout the night, pour water over the forest, so that the steps become broken and a continual yellow stream flows downwards, and the few flat areas become pools of putrid mud. In the high ridges [. . .] drips water day and night softly over the track and through a foetid forest, grotesque with moss and glowing phosphorescent fungi and flickering fireflies. Such is the [Kokoda] track . . .



Papua had a tradition of tribal battles all their own, long before foreigners brought war to them in 1942. Often the originating reason for their fighting was no longer remembered, yet they fought anyway. Author Mitchell Zuckoff explained New Guinea village rivalries this way: “They had always been enemies, and so they remained enemies.” He went on to say, “When compared with the causes of World War II, the motives underlying native wars were difficult for outsiders to grasp. They didn’t fight for land, wealth, or power. Neither side sought to repel or conquer a foreign people, to protect a way of life, or to change their enemies’ beliefs. Neither side considered war a necessary evil, a failure of diplomacy, or an interruption of a desired peace. Peace wasn’t waiting on the far side of war. There was no far side. War moved through different phases . . . It ebbed and flowed. But it never ended. A lifetime of war was an inheritance every child could count on . . . The inexhaustible fuel for war was the need to satisfy spirits or ghosts . . .”

Packing for a jungle trek is an art. There are stupid ways to do it that look good: for instance, if you bought a stylish rucksack for show. And there are smart ways to do it that prove efficient: use of waterproof containers around vulnerable goods, avoiding duplicate equipment except backup batteries, proper selection of footwear, and so forth.

Uppermost in our minds was the trekking companies’ comments about proper weight of packs. No hiker knowingly overweighs his or her pack, because of the back strain and other dangers, but it still happens if you aren’t careful. Likewise, for those engaging a Papuan porter, your porter’s pack should never be overweight.

The afternoon before we embarked, Monk and I got together in my garage to discard stuff: too many extra shorts and extra jerseys. We even set aside two zip-lock bags from the dozen each that Janice had packed with weighed portions of nuts and goodies. We kept a selection of bowel medicine, bite salves, lip balm, and scrape ointments, though we limited sunscreen to one tube between us as we expected more closed jungle than open sunlight in the days ahead.

We’d be with experienced guides, so this wouldn’t be an orienteering mission. Still, I put a compass in my daypack alongside a candle, waterproof matches, and assorted paraphernalia I always took hiking; survival preparation is a personal responsibility.

“Got your gaiters?” Monk asked.

“Right there,” I said, taking them from a bench top where I could have accidentally left them behind. Known as spats to fashionable Brits, ours were breathable polystyrene wraps to cover our bootlaces, ankles, and over six inches of lower pant leg. They’d keep out mud and twigs and rocks, and importantly guard against leeches.

Oddly, that day was the first time we’d queried one another about vaccines, each presuming that the other had been diligent. Even though it was one of the Southern Hemisphere’s cooler months (mid-80s °F), August in PNG could be withering in its humidity (muggy conditions over 60 percent of the time), and ripe with bugs bent on bothering us.

“Hepatitis B?” I asked.

“Yup, got that shot for Indonesia.”

“Encephalitis?”

“Yup, had to for Laos.”

“Typhoid?”

“Had recently for Vietnam.”

“Malaria dose?”

“Wouldn’t leave home without it.”

That evening we got together with Wens and Janice for a farewell dinner. Similar questions came up during drinks, voiced by nervous spouses double-checking.

Not long after the steaks were off the barbecue and off our plates, Monk and I drifted into a selfish pre-trip zone of our own. Monk told me the Kokoda Track had been home to “the worst fighting conditions anywhere in World War II.” He winced at the killings. “Their ghosts must still haunt the jungle,” he said.

We were standing around his dining room table. Monk and I cleared plates and glasses and rolled open our now-familiar topographical map, pinning the corners down on the tabletop with empty Carlton Draft bottles. I’d sensed Monk’s unease since he’d spoken about the ghosts, but I didn’t understand it. He glanced from my eyes to where he’d marked our trail in red ink on the map. He took a long pull on his beer and said, “My father served on Kokoda.”

I stared at him. The only previous time he’d ever spoken about his father was once referring to the man as “a bag of misery.”

Monk looked as though he didn’t know what to say next. Confessions lumbered out of his mouth. “Dad joined the army at twenty-one. Never talked about it. Scared to, I bet. That’s why people don’t talk about bad things, right?”

I felt hushed by his question.

“When I was ten years old, he made me promise to go to Papua one day.”

Hearing for the first time this motivation for Monk’s trip, I stuttered, “What did your dad do in the war?”

“I don’t want to talk about that bastard,” he said. And with that, the conversational door slammed shut.

Monk shifted his stance, seeking a diversion by concentrating on the map. His fingers, his mind, and his talk moved east of Kokoda’s path. He traced the contour of another track through the Owen Stanley Range. “See that trail? It’s called Kapa Kapa.” It was the first time I’d heard the name. “American troops went north over it to shield the Aussies’ eastern flank. MacArthur sent them that way to get to the Northern Beaches and fight at Buna and Gona.”

Monk’s bantering lore steered us away from thoughts of his dad and onto musings about this paradise in wartime. He put a finger on the map at the northern end of Kapa Kapa, and circled it where the route ended. He reminded me, “We’re making for the Northern Beaches after we get through the mountains. Just like the Aussies did to meet up with the Americans for battles there with the Japanese.”

“What’s the Kokoda?” I’d asked Monk during our first meeting, three years earlier. Now, I realized the answers were to become overwhelmingly clear during the following weeks, as Monk and I took our walk across Papua New Guinea.



[image: ]

Map of the author’s journey (additional landmarks provided on the map on pages 68 and 69). Buna-Sanananda-Gona, where the Japanese landed on the Northern Beaches, as well as their target, Port Moresby on the southern shore, plus the Kokoda Trail (essentially McDonald’s Corner to Kokoda Station), and Milne Bay at the eastern tip where the US Corp of Engineers was building an airstrip, were all within the Territory of Papua in 1942. War scholars refer to the conflict as the Papuan Campaign.



1 Papua New Guinea’s languages represent 12% of living languages worldwide, while the PNG’s population represents only 0.1% of the population worldwide. By comparison, India has a similar number of living languages but 18% of the world’s population.

2 Early visits from European explorers brought with them presumptuous “Naming Rights.” British Captain John Moresby sailed to this port in 1873, ignoring designations the Motuan people had already given this trading center. Instead, he deemed it the namesake of his father.

3 In 1915, during World War I, Australian and New Zealand forces made a famously futile fight against the Ottoman Empire (today Turkey). While the plan of attack was a fair one, the Gallipoli Campaign was a failure. For Australia and New Zealand, out of failure arose a national consciousness, which was both confident and independent of Britain.

4 In 1939’s pre-war atmosphere, embargoes and sanctions were the US’s diplomatic tool of choice. Eighty percent of Japan’s oil was imported from the United States. The US restricted shipments and froze Japanese assets and banking transactions. Japan gambled they could replace those imports as part of their vision for a Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.

5 In 1939, the Philippines was a US territory (annexed in 1898 with the Treaty of Paris ending the Spanish-American War). A large contingent of US forces was based there, a strategic holdover from World War I.

6 Having retired a four-star general in the United States, Douglas MacArthur was retained by the Philippines’ president to command that country’s forces. As war clouds gathered in summer of 1941, President Roosevelt insisted the Philippine Army come under formal US control. MacArthur was reinstated as Commanding General of US Army forces in the Far East, coincident with his Philippine Army responsibilities.

7 Guadalcanal fighting was from August 7, 1942, to February 9, 1943. The Kokoda Track and Northern Beaches battles were July 22, 1942, to January 22, 1943. A tipping point for each conflict was in the second week of September ’42.

8 Papuan village names are pronounced phonetically as spelled, though their spoken language has an engaging, relaxed lilt, different from Aussie or American talk.

9 The Village of Kokoda and Kokoda Station (where a government office was located) are separate places nearby one another. Given overlapping references to Kokoda as a trail, track, road, plateau, village, airfield, and battle name, Kokoda Station is used herein to identify the northern terminus of the trek today, as well as the location of the wartime airfield and site of frequent fighting in 1942.
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