                                     “How Gona Fell”

39th Battalion, ‘A’ Company.. Battle of Gona

Written by W.J Guest

“Aircraft!”  We glance at each other, but it is not the look of men expectant of disaster. Full well everybody in the perimeter knows it signifies the approaching final attack on Gona. The runner and I lay together in a hole half full of water and I follow his glance anxiously as he peers through the branches above. Yes, there they are, flashing silver in the midday sun, five dive-bombers, wearing the insignia of ‘friendliness, are circling slowly as the pilots search fro the target below- Gona Mission. 

Many a brave life has been lost in former attacks, but always the Japs have held fast – rats with very sharp teeth. Now we are to attempt the hitherto unsuccessful task, but of course---

 My musings are cut short by the deep throated roar of a diving plane, I catch a glimpse through the foliage and see him speeding directly for us, on and on he comes and roar changes to a scream ‘ Will he never pull out?’
Suddenly two small objects detach themselves from the plane which flattens out and heads for sea. ‘Bombs!” not a head is in evidence as the sound reverberates to the explosions. One after another the bombers peel off and with a whine, which swiftly develops into a fear- inspiring crescendo, whirl down and discharge their deadly cargo on the already badly battered Mission. Thank God they are on the target. A few hundred yards off and there would be more than Jap souls flying on their final trip.
 We crouch in the water filled holes and wait for the next act in this swiftly moving drama. It comes almost on the heels of the now departing aircraft. In the distance sound the dull thunder of artillery, Crump, Crump if the bombs were deafening, the exploding shells are more so. We lie very low as the whole area seems to go insane with sound, now the mortars open up and my ears are literally bursting as shell after shell and mortar bomb after mortar bomb scream overhead and pound mercilessly into the beleaguered Jap garrison. 
More mortars join in with the death dealing heavier missiles. I begin to wonder if there will be anything left when it’s over. Surely nothing could withstand this awful barrage and still exist. 
Shrapnel whizzes angrily over our heads and a piece actually lands sizzling into a puddle behind me. Heaven and Earth appear to be united in a frenzy of smashing steel. Can’t be long before it stops, even now the ferocity is deceasing. Gradually the noise of the attack dims and we grasp our weapons tightly in preparation for the coming assault. It comes swiftly. 
Ahead of me Lient D- --- has leapt from his pit and the muddy members of his platoon follow closely at this heels as he thrashes his way though the clinging slime towards the Mission. Rest of the company are moving also and the sudden chattering of small arms on the left, mingling with the almost finished mortar fire indicates that the other companies are on their way in too.
Forward platoon is clear of the track now and the assault is on in full earnest. I arrive at Company HQ and flop into a water filled hole, Owen gun ready for any escaping Nips. Around me men are streaming forward and the air is filled with sudden death as the Japs let loose all they have, and they have plenty too. Artillery barrage seems child’s play to this, the quick rattle of Owen guns, the slower methodical plugging of the Japs ‘wood pecker’ the deep throated sound of the Bren and the rapid explosion of grenade after grenade grow in intensity as the attack develops. From the direct of the beach, comes a violent addition to the din, as supporting units go into action. 
Nearby the stretcher bearers lie in the evil smelling muck as they wait to carry out their work of mercy. They are not left idle long. Through the morass just ahead, a figure is staggering slowing back, hands tightly clutching his right breast. I reach his side with the bearers and together we sprawl flat as a savage stream of death tears at the branches above. It is the work of a second or two to apply a field dressing to the almost insignificant little hole in his chest. Swiftly he is borne back down the track, a runner crawls in from the right and eagerly we get the first news of the operation. Three pillboxes cleaned out and one platoon consolidated in a commanding position.
Suddenly it dawns on me that the fire is decreasing in intensity. Two more men sneak in for replenishment of ammunition and bring further encourage news with them.

We do not know how the rest are faring, but judging by the rapidly dying out fire, they must be having some measure of success. Another stretcher case is bought in and hurriedly the sickly mess is bandaged and borne away and the work of the succor continues. 
Battle has now dropped to desultory duels, gradually the afternoon wares on and the ever dreaded jungle night looms closer, all has undoubtedly been a success, but well we know, that the bodies of the boys who like in there, spattered with their own life’s blood, will in increase in number before the Union Jack once again flies over this mere handful of battered huts so strategically important.

Perhaps their epitaph has already been penned, an unknown tribute by a long deceased poet-:

“If thou canst plan a noble deed, 

And never flag till he succeed, 
Though in the strife, thy heart should bleed, 

Whatever obstacles control,

 Thine hour will come, 
Go on true soul, thou wilt win the prize
 Thou wilt reach the goal.”
First anniversary of Gona approaches. A famous militia unit covers itself with glory.
Written at Heidelberg Militry Hospital, Melbourne 1943, published in Smith’s Weekly, 1943
