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...Now we see those prayers are answered

On the Owen Stanley Track

Slow and careful in bad places

On the awful mountain track,

The look upon their faces

Would make you think that Christ was black.....

May the Mothers of Australia,

When they offer up a prayer,

Mention those impromptu angels

With their fuzzy wuzzy hair (Bert Beros, quoted in Inglis 1969:503).

----------------------

I looked again. So these were the notorious Orokaivas! Tall, lean, wiry; 

fierce-eyed, heavy-browed..... Two months ago the Orokaivas were notorious, 

hated by every Australian fighting man as traitors and murderers.... (Johnston 1944:237).

Introduction

The second world war set a stage for the construction of contrasting 

stereotypical images of the Orokaiva people of Oro province, Papua New Guinea. 

Printed and visual media brought ‘types’ of Orokaivans to ordinary Australians. 

Representations of the Orokaiva were promulgated by missionaries in books and by 

wartime journalists in newspapers, photographs, films, radio and books. One 

representation in particular has persisted through visual media up to the 

present in Australia. The Fuzzywuzzy Angel image from a poem popularised in the 

most widely circularised magazine in Australia (The Women’s Weekly) has remained 

on the consciousness of Australians largely through repetition of a visual image 

of a Papuan leading a blindfolded, injured Australian, Private George 

Whittington, along the Kokoda Trail. Raphael Oimbari, a coastal Orokaiva from 

Dobaduru in the Buna-Gona region, who died on 8 July 1996 aged about 76, became 

the ‘Fuzzy Wuzzy Angel’ (The Age, 17 July 1996, p. B2). He was tracked down and 

thanked by Whittington’s widow in 1973. This ‘thank-you’ became a public act 

which culminated in the construction of a bronze sculpture of the photograph in 

Canberra and five official commemorative visits by Oimbari to Australia during 

the build-up to the 50th anniversary of World War Two in the 1990s (ibid.).

This paper makes use of primary sources (army files), secondary sources (in 

particular the writings of missionaries and a war correspondent), and interviews 

with villagers from an Orokaivan village conducted in the late 1970s to describe 

the differing images of the Orokaivans which were constructed by Australians, 

and to consider these in relation to the stories of wartime experience told by 

Orokaivans from one village. A general theoretical awareness of culture, and the 

construction of knowledge in a colonial situation, will be discussed before an 

outline of the contrasting Orokaiva ‘types’. 

War creates brave heroes and formidable enemies. Colonialism produces 

‘Orientalism’ (Said 1991), a situation where those in power control more than 

the economy. They create in their intellectual and cultural work a mode of 

discourse and vocabulary that often presents a stereotypical version of the 

colonised ‘other’, hinged inextricably to the unequal political-economic 

reality. The Orient becomes an invention of the West with the perpetuating power 

of written language. Scholars from the Third World call for work in which their 

own voice is dominant. 

Knowing these things, we must be circumspect in any effort to present a picture 

of ‘reality’ for a people colonised by ourselves and our ancestors. It is a 

cliché to state that all history is interpretation, but in this particular study 

it cannot be overemphasised, given the lenses through which the official war 

records become documents, through which a war correspondent constructs a 

narrative, and a shattered Church comes to grips with the brutal loss of its 

young workers. My inclusion of stories collected from the Orokaiva may imply 

that a truer voice, closer to ‘reality’, has been attained. However, it must not 

be forgotten that their voice has been moulded and integrated into narrative 

suitable for Western consumption through the process of spontaneous oral 

translation by young villagers (mostly with standard six education from primary 

school) and transcription by myself. In spite of these drawbacks, this paper 

will aim to present a critique of media images and a preliminary analysis of 

some Papuan responses to the war.

In the 1942 photograph of him, Oimbari’s face shows nothing of the sullen 

bitterness of a subdued, conscripted, colonised race. It emanates a relatively 

passive, spiritual, angelic stolidity. It is interesting that this is the image 

which Australia has chosen to privilege up to the present. Not all of the 

Papuans were represented in this manner in writings contemporary with the Second 

World War. In the following section, I outline the stories of two Papuans in the 

Northern District (now Oro Province) before attempting to put the stories in the 

context of the narrative of the experience of war in the Northern District of Papua.

Two War Heroes

EMBOGI

‘The name Embogi may not mean very much to outsiders, but in prewar days it sent 

chill currents up and down Papuan spines from Port Moresby to beyond Buna..... 

It was early in the 1930s that Embogi, weary of ten years in gaol, escaped and 

became the chief of a bandit crew..... With a few stolen weapons and some twenty 

comrades he set out on a tour of intimidation amongst the Hegerata tribes whose 

scattered villages lay between Kokoda in the hills and the Buna-Gona area’ 

(Cranswick and Shevill 1969:128-9). A display of force usually gained a useful 

alliance and a booty of food and valuables. Soon he was the virtual ruler of the 

area. ‘Embogi ... preached that Papua was for the Papuans and that both the 

white man’s government and his religion must be wiped out’ (ibid.). Then the 

Japanese arrived with the same creed.

‘The two recognised each other as allies. Better armed and with Japanese money 

to brandish, the Embogi gang commenced a systematic campaign of betrayal and 

death for the white man’ (ibid.).

‘Embogi resented the presence and influence of the Christian missionaries..... 

[H]e wanted to make himself king of that part of Papua’ (ibid.). Bribed with the 

Emperor’s ring and promises of a high position under Japanese rule he betrayed 

missionaries and contributed to the bayonetting and beheading of Lt. Smith, two 

mission girls and perhaps some American Airmen (Tomkins and Hughes 1969:45-6).

But the Americans and Australians returned. Embogi and his followers were put to 

work building an airstrip at Dobadura. Then Embogi was gaoled at Higaturu and 

the war trials began (Cranswick and Shevill 1969:129). Awaiting trial, Embogi 

had time to contemplate the events of the war in gaol. He did not understand the 

role of the missionaries, so called for one. The Reverend Luscombe Newman of Oro 

Bay came regularly and taught the Christian way to the condemned men. Under the 

gallows, Embogi spoke of his conversion to Christianity. ‘My people. I want you 

now to ask the mission to come to your village. Let it come with its schools. 

Send your children to them. Learn about God in their churches. I taught what is 

wrong and now ... I command you to go to the Mission’ (ibid.:13).

Twenty-one Orokaivans were executed in July 1943. Twelve died for murder and 

nine for treason. Embogi was found guilty of both. Army authorities ignored 

pleas for mercy, and Lt. General Herring authorised the executions (Army File 85/1/671).

KATUE

‘Today 1/10/42 squat, broad-shouldered, well-muscled fierce-eyed sergeant Katue, 

coal-black warrior of all-native Papua Infantry Battalion ... walked in to an 

Australian post with a scared-looking Japanese prisoner. Katue created a 

profound impression. Apparently he intended to, because stitched to his standard 

khaki tunic was a mass of stripes, badges and regimental insignia which Katue 

had taken from twenty-six Japanese soldiers and marines, all of whom he had 

killed during a spectacular two months patrol inside Japanese-occupied areas 

north of the range.’ Katue tried to concentrate on the top men to further 

decorate his uniform. ‘Katue is aged about 35 and before joining the army in 

June 1940 he had a reputation for valour as a police boy..... He is believed to 

have saved the lives of more white men than any other native in the territory’  (Johnston 1944:165-7).

‘Katue’s amazing saga of adventure against the Japanese began after they landed 

at Gona mission.’ He was recovering from muscular pain in a village when ten 

Japanese soldiers walked towards him. ‘Unable to raise his rifle to his 

shoulder, he crawled from the village and hid in the scrub. He decided to wage 

and deadly and stealthy war against the Japanese. Picking up two native boys 

from his patrol he set out, and three days later three Japanese were seen riding 

bicycles..... Katue promptly killed the Japanese with three bullets’ (ibid.).

‘The fighting sergeant moved like a black phantom through the dripping jungles, 

recruiting men as he went, until eventually his little private army numbered 

fourteen.’ Katue picked off unaware Japanese soldiers and burnt a storehouse to 

prevent it falling into Japanese hands. ‘A party of six Japanese soldiers with 

two native guides came trotting along to investigate the fire. Katue shot and 

killed the eight of them.’ After more skirmishes and bringing in captured 

Japanese and a great bundle of Japanese equipment, Johnston asked what Katue 

intended doing. ‘"Go out again quicktime," he said. "This time I bring back 

stripes of Japanese General!" And he ambled off in the bush, roaring with 

laughter.’ Later he was awarded the Military Medal (ibid.).

Wartime provides fertile soil for the mythologising of people and their actions. 

Embogi and Katue were similar characters, displaying many features of a 

Melanesian Big Man (Sahlins 1963): capable of independent action, of attracting 

loyal followers, of carrying out a brutal guerilla warfare, and of making astute 

alliances with those in power. 

The Embogi tale was almost wholly furnished by Anglicans still shocked at the 

slaughter of fellow missionaries during the war. One wonders if it were the 

Europeans rather than the Papuans who felt the ‘chill currents up and down their 

spines’. Embogi was fighting for nationalism and independence. He was rejecting 

Christianity. When the white colonisers returned victorious, and Embogi was set 

to work and then gaoled, he is reported to have converted to Christianity and 

exhorted others to do the same. Embogi’s earlier betrayal of the white man, and 

some specific white women, is implicitly related to his heathen rejection of the 

coloniser’s religion and his desire for personal power.

Katue claimed the attention of George Johnston, a war correspondent who was 

perhaps on the lookout for a story in which a Papuan fought bravely for the 

Allies on his own initiative. He uses language which underlines the otherness of 

Katue – his blackness, his fierce animality; his simple motives. Katue is 

‘coal-black’, a ‘black phantom’; he is ‘well-muscled and fierce eyed’. His 

reported speech is bad, simple English, rather than good Pidgin English – a 

writing practice that often leaves the impression that the speaker is a 

simpleton. Interestingly, Johnston valorises a style of warfare where 

independent action replaces organised lines of army authority, a style which was 

to haunt Australians in a later war. His narrative assigns considerable 

individual agency to the colonised person.

Both writers almost certainly have embellished their stories in their need to 

construct a hero or quintessential traitor, turned convert, to help explain and 

justify the Australians’ roles in PNG. The Anglicans were thinking hard about 

the sacrifice which some of their mission staff had made by staying behind. The 

war correspondent was perhaps put in a situation where Australia’s rights to be 

the coloniser, and the benefits of this situation for Papua New Guineans, were 

being brought into relief. 

In the next section, I shall look at the official American and Australian war 

histories to map the path of fighting and destruction, to get a spatial sense of 

the theatre of action, and to imagine the physical and social backdrop in the 

Orokaivan villages.

The Landscape of War

The first Japanese raid on mainland PNG occurred on 3 February 1942 at Port 

Moresby, though a false air raid alarm in January had already caused the Papua 

New Guinean workers to ‘go bush’ and disrupted the organisation of the town. A 

general call-up of European males for military service in late January paralysed 

civil activities. A convoy of 5000 young, badly-trained and badly-equipped 

soldiers had arrived on 3 January aboard the Aquitania. In the general breakdown 

of order and discipline, Port Moresby stores were looted, and some churches 

desecrated, until April 1942, when very little was left. The Administration had 

issued instructions to civil officers to disband native police and report to 

Port Moresby. Most left without advising locals what to do. The general belief 

that Port Moresby would be attacked, the chaos and the power vacuum led to the 

cessation of civilian administration. Supreme power was vested in the military 

authorities on 12 February 1942 (Army Files 5/3/174, 5/3/34).

Meanwhile, at the outstations in Northern District, administration officers and 

missionaries were in a quandary. On 24 January, the officers at Buna heard an 

unauthorised message from Samarai advising evacuation of Europeans. While 

travelling to Kokoda, they heard a conflicting message, so returned to their 

posts. On 27 January, the Government Secretary advised them of a call-up in Port 

Moresby and the possibility of their having to pay off police and set free 

prisoners. On 30 January, evacuees from Salamaua, near Lae, passed through Buna 

to Kokoda, receiving much help from Orokaivans on the way. The Resident 

Magistrate left Buna without releasing the prisoners, but the Assistant stayed 

behind. From the Kokoda station, the four mission women at Sangara were advised 

to proceed to Port Moresby but did not. The Government Secretary visited on 11 

February, advising the remaining Assistant to continue patrolling despite the 

cessation of the Administration. Buna was bombed on 10 March, and the Assistant 

relieved on 17 March. The military authorities took charge as the civilian 

government had ‘relinquished their functions and left the territory’ (ibid. 5/3/174).

Only one group is reported to have remained calm and at their work during the 

war – the Anglican mission (Cranswick and Shevill 1969:17). On 30 January, 

Bishop Strong sent out a message:

‘No my brothers and sisters, fellow workers in Christ, whatever others may do, 

we cannot leave. We shall not leave. We shall stand by our vocation’ (Tomkins and Hughes 1969:28).

One quarter of the mission staff were killed, most with the aid of several 

Orokaivan villagers.

Father Benson remained at his post at the Gona Anglican Mission. After Rabaul 

fell, and Salamaua and Lae were bombed, the local people panicked and took to 

their garden houses. On 21 July, a small boy came running to Benson crying, 

‘Father ... great ships are here.....’ (Benson 1957:20). On the next day, 1800 

Japanese men, 100 Naval Labourers from Formosa, 1200 Rabaul Native Labourers, 

and 52 horses landed on the beach from one cruiser, two destroyers and two 

transports (Milner 1957:61; McCarthy 1959:122). With an attacking force of 900 

men, they moved quickly down the road to Kokoda.

The Australian military administration did not imagine that the Japanese would 

try to take Port Moresby overland. Only one company (about 100 men) and the 

300-man Papuan Infantry Battalion (PIB), with 20 European officers, were in the 

area. Major Watson of the PIB was confused because his men were scattered in 

more than five places. Most were too far north (between Ioma and Waria, at the 

mouth of the Ope River) to be of any use. He moved to Awala. On the way, he 

advised Isigahambo hospital staff to go to Awala, and the ‘natives’ felled trees 

along the Sangara-Buna track to block the road. At Awala, on 23 July, a small 

force engaged the Japanese with mortars and machine guns. Many Papuan soldiers 

disappeared into the bush. The remnants of the PIB tried to establish themselves 

at Ongahambo (Koropata). They destroyed stores and buildings, then withdrew to 

Wairope (the Kumusi River Crossing) with a greatly reduced force (McCarthy 

1959:122-5). After demolishing the bridge, they withdrew to Kokoda, making a few 

desperate stands at Gorari and twice being driven out of Kokoda (see Map).

From July to November, the Kokoda-Buna track was firmly in the hands of the 

Japanese. In November, the Australians and Americans pushed back, battling with 

the Japanese at the Gap on the Kokoda Trail, as well as at Oivi and Gorari, west 

of the Kumusi River. Between 9 and 13 November, the Japanese withdrew. Some went 

north on the west bank of the Kumusi, while 1200 others crossed the Kumusi at 

Wairope, struggling with the burden of the wounded, dumping rifles, ammunition 

and stores into the river and watching many drown – General Horu amongst them 

(ibid.:330). The final confrontation at Buna and Gona took place in December 

1942 – 1400 Japanese were buried at Buna (Mayo 1975:180).

Interspersed temporally and spatially around the army manoeuvres were several 

small encounters between stranded missionaries, American airmen, Australian 

soldiers, a few Papuan New Guinean soldiers, and the Japanese. These were the 

encounters that contributed to the myth building. A few stories mentioned the 

valour of the locals. At Ambasi, north of Gona, a teacher asked to go to find 

water when ten Japanese soldiers arrived. He slipped into the bush and notified 

some of the PIB soldiers. The latter killed the ten, then hid in the bush until 

more came. Katue’s tale has been related already. Christian Arek joined the PIB 

and was drafted with Katue to explore Buna and report back with news of enemy 

strength. Later, he led the American force form Milne Bay to Buna (ibid.:67). 

Other stories are more common. Johnston claims that the Orokaiva had no concern 

for the white man, and that their cooperation with the Japanese caused so much 

consternation that allied bombers dropped pamphlets in Pidgin and Police Motu to 

plead with the Orokaivans to ‘return to their senses’ (Johnston 1944:237).

McCarthy (1959:126) spoke of rumours that a wounded soldier had been killed 

after first being given first aid by local Orokaivans. Major Smith, a former 

District Magistrate for Northern District, claimed that, in the early months of 

the Japanese advance, the Orokaivans betrayed the whereabouts of missionaries 

and allied airmen (Johnston 1944:237). The activities of Embogi and twenty other 

Orokaivans from near Jegerata and Dobaduru are well documented in army files 

(Army File 85/1/671). Four parties of 21 mixed mission, army and airforce 

personnel were betrayed up to three times by villagers guiding them. All died by 

shooting, beheading or bayonetting at the hands of the Japanese, except for 

Father Benson, who became a prisoner of war and survived.

The Mission Martyrs

Tomkins and Hughes (1969) give a reasonably measured account of the events in 

their mission history. The detailed narrative allows us to consider the dilemma 

in the minds of the Orokaivans.

Mavis Parkinson, a mission teacher, wrote a letter to her family describing her 

attempted escape. People from three villages on the way to Siai gave her an 

affectionate greeting and prepared food. Then an old ‘sorcerer’ said that it 

would be better to kill the party rather than risk punishment from the Japanese. 

The friendly guide suddenly left to inform the Japanese. The party went to 

Dobadura, where, despite apparent village friendliness, a boy was sent to 

Popondetta to alert the Japanese. The councillor disliked Europeans. Most of the 

party were captured and bayonetted. A Lieutenant Smith was taken to Sangara and 

fed, but was then led to the infamous Embogi, who in turn arranged for his 

removal to the Japanese. Father Redlich from Sangara Mission hid nearby, but his 

hiding place was also betrayed. A plane crashed near Isivita Mission. Some 

people from Mumuni brought in the badly wounded American airman. The mission 

party went to Isivita, then set off, hoping to head away from the Japanese. At 

one village, they were fed and sheltered, but no one would carry for them. The 

men said that the day of the Europeans in Papua was over, that the spirits of their dead 

relations and friends were returning dressed as soldiers and that soon ships and 

planes would come bearing great quantities of valuable cargo (Tomkins and Hughes 1969:59).

From here the party moved to Sewa (Seva). A big man from Embi village came, and 

in a meeting at Perombata, he convinced the people that it would be wise to hand 

over the Europeans in order to avoid punishment of the whole village. From here 

the party were led like lambs back to the Japanese. They were given food. The 

Embi women tried in vain to help the two young mission girls. Boro men took 

over, leading them to Dobadura. Their bags disappeared. The party were beheaded 

by the Japanese on the beach in mid-August 1942 (ibid.:59-62).

In the army and mission narratives, we see some disbelief that the Papua New 

Guineans would turn against them. The pamphlets which were dropped called for 

them to ‘return to their senses’, but it could be argued that it was sensible 

for the Papua New Guineans to reassess their situation, and to make new 

alliances with the different coloured Japanese who promised liberation from the 

whites. Individual sorcerers and councillors were noted for their dislike of the 

Europeans, but the possibility that this feeling was more widespread was 

virtually unthinkable. If ‘the day of the European was over’, this was explained 

in terms of cargo cult thinking, exemplifying a form of primitive unreason 

rather than a cultural response to colonialism which was marked, in many cases, 

by empirical reasoning as well as millenarian thinking (see Worsley 1970; Lattas 

1992; Lindstrom 1993). But this is not to deny the significant blend of natural 

and supernatural explanations furnished by Papua New Guineans for their own 

war-time experience.

Local Stories

Local stories from Koropata, where my own fieldwork was carried out between 1977 

and 1979, bring out a number of themes and a variety of war experiences and 

interpretations. Perhaps the least sensible thing which one young man did was to 

try on a Japanese helmet which he found near a garden. He was shot at and 

injured by a low flying allied plane. On the whole, though, ‘sense’ seemed 

uppermost in the actions of the men but their memories of the war reveal some 

interesting associations.

Timothy Haiva

Timothy was about 14 when the war was on, but he remembered many stories. He saw 

the lines of Japanese and horses coming along the road past Koropata. Many 

people ran and hid, then walked down the Kumusi and crossed it.

The Japanese were kind at first. They gave cigarettes, tobacco and Japanese 

money for bananas and sugar cane. With the money people could buy rice. Later, 

of course, the Japanese ran out of food, so they robbed the gardens. The bigger 

men were taken as carriers to Kokoda, from where they ran away.

People carried Japanese across the Kumusi at Wairope (using a wire rope bridge). 

The fighting was right at Koropohambo hill. Helmets, bones and medals can be 

found there. They carried wounded Australians to Kokoda and Moresby. The 

Japanese carried their own wounded to Buna. The Koropatans hid in the bush, not 

looking for trouble. They were in caves with little food, no garden food.

The Japanese went to Buna to live, and built houses under the ground with 

coconut trees. They were waiting for the ships to come, but they did not come. 

They got killed on the beach. Timothy saw lots of Japanese bodies.

Didimus Sageta

The Japanese came, and some people went with them to help. They went to 

Ijoriwaiva, and their Captain was shot by Americans. Soldiers came to Didimus 

and asked him to work as a carrier. Earlier he had been in the bush. Didimus saw 

the American machine guns being taken to Buna for a big fight. He was frightened 

when he was helping load guns. They chased the Japanese to Salamaua (but the 

Japanese only shot native soldiers, not carriers). They came back to Buna on a 

boat, and the Australian soldiers were there. They told the carriers, ‘You 

Orokaiva are good people and you have worked hard.’ They said thank you and gave 

presents. Then they carried rice to Kokoda. Moresby carriers came by plane, then 

they had a big feast for all the carriers. They said goodbye, then went back to 

Buna. They were given, money, sugar, rice, meat and biscuits.

Didimus knew the story of Embogi and six Kokoda men who were hanged. They were 

hanged because some Orokaiva people went towards Moresby and killed Kokoda 

people. At the hanging, the man turned to his family and said, ‘I have done 

wrong so I will die. My people, I am going to die.’

Maxwell Karonga

During the war, Maxwell was nine or ten. He and his family hid in the bush. They 

collected yams from their garden and stored them, eating them gradually. His 

uncle Hojapa took part in the war, but his father stayed in the bush helping 

both families. Hojapa helped the Australians on the Moresby-Kokoda-Buna carrying 

track.

The people thought that the Americans and Australians were coming to fight with 

the Japanese, so they might kill all of us. The Americans came and helped the 

Australians. The Japanese did shoot some local men.

While hiding in the bush, they could hear the battle at a nearby hill. They were 

too frightened to go and check afterwards. They saw horses and bicycles. Some 

local men shot the horses with spears as women were frightened of them. When 

they saw the Japanese, they wondered why two white skins were fighting each other.

They saw Embogi hanged at Higaturu. The missionaries were collected by village 

people and then taken to the Japanese. There were thousands at the hanging. A 

man from Kokoda decorated himself traditionally and made a speech saying, ‘It is 

my fault so I am saying sorry to myself. Goodbye to my relatives!’ They were all 

crying. Most of those hanged were from Kokoda, but one was from Jegerata.

After the war, they had a big party with food and dancing at Higaturu station. A 

white man made a farewell speech to the carriers. He said goodbye and gave them 

some presents. An Orokaivan made a reply, and thanked them for the help of the 

American and Australian guns, because the Orokaiva did not have enough to defend 

themselves against the Japanese.

Apolis Egahau

Apolis was about eighteen during the war. They heard the battle at Awala and hid 

in the bush. Some from Koropata went with the PIB and Australians escaping from 

Awala. He had to carry bags and was given tobacco. The Japanese were nice to 

them, and said that they would push the whites out and then leave Papua New 

Guinea. At Waseta, Apolis had seen thousands of men, horses and so on, and was 

frightened, so went to the bush. The Japanese found them and made them carry at 

gunpoint. They took bananas, sugar cane, and taro, and they broke down yam 

houses and killed pigs and dogs. Apolis hid in the bush, and was in Koropata 

again when the whites came back, and he was recruited to carry again. 

They thought the Japanese General was killed by the Australians. They saw the 

big guns and fighting tanks. They were surprised and very frightened by all the 

equipment.

His wife Ilma witnessed the Higaturu hangings. There were thousands of weeping 

people. Embogi said, ‘The sun goes up. The sun goes down. East leads to West. I 

will be hanged for killing people after the war.’ He killed village people.

Ivan Avoi

Ivan was a kitchen hand in the Australian airforce when Moresby was bombed. He 

went to a bomb shelter with the Australians, and was very frightened. A patrol 

officer asked him to go to the Kokoda Trail, but his boss wanted to keep him as 

he was a good worker in the kitchen, so he stayed in Moresby until 1943-44.

Amunere

The Japanese landed at Salamaua, fought the Government officials, then came to 

Buna. They came and fought all the way along the track to Kokoda. Ivuse heard 

the gunfire from Awala. They went and hid in the bush. The Japanese followed the 

road next to the Kumusi to Wairope, then crossed the river. The Australians 

broke the wire bridge so the Japanese would not follow. The Japanese found it 

hard to swim across, so they tied logs together, put guns on them, then got 

across that way. They kept following the Australians. The Australians and 

Americans went to Oivi, [by a] snake track. The Japanese followed, and they 

fought together there. The Japanese nearly finished them. They ran to Kokoda, 

and the Japanese followed. Past Kokoda, the Australians were following the track 

to Moresby, but stopped at Ijoriwaiva and fought the Japanese. They fought the 

King, the Captain of the Japanese, and then the Australians and Americans came 

back to Buna. Ivuse saw them coming. One wounded Japanese man was sitting, [he 

was] thirsty and wanted a drink. Ivuse fetched water and gave it to him. He was 

about to drink water, and Ivuse hit him on the neck with the back of his axe and 

he died. He tried to help the Australian soldiers by killing the enemy. The rest 

of the soldiers had gone, so no one saw him and it wasn’t reported. The Japanese 

had no food so stole pigs, dogs, chickens, taro and banana, and burned houses. 

They attacked women at Waseta. The American and Australians treated them 

properly but not the Japanese. Ivuse and others also did not like the New 

Guinean carriers who were working for the Japanese.

Jackson Jombure

Jackson was a policeman in the Gulf District when war broke out. He heard that 

the Japanese were coming, so went home to be with his wife and two children. 

When the Japanese arrived, they hid in the bush. The Australian army shot the 

Japanese boss, then the Japanese came back, the army chasing them. They went to 

Manus, Lae, Hong Kong. At Hong Kong, they greeted each other and shook hands. 

When the fighting was over, the people came out of the bush and made villages.

Zacharias Jire

Zacharias was sixteen or seventeen during the war. He was working as a rubber 

tapper at Sogeri (near the Moresby side of the Kokoda trail). Some fighting was 

very close to Koropata. Initially, they were very frightened and ran away. They 

thought the Japanese were ghosts and that they were going to die. With two 

others from Koropata, and Papuans from all over the place, he worked for the 

Australians. Zacharias went to Buna with the Australians, where there was a very 

big fight. During the war they made many friends with Papua New Guineans from 

many places. They liked the soldiers because they were friendly and did not 

shout or get angry.

After the war all the carriers went to Wairope, and rice, flour, sugar, fish, 

meat and money were air-dropped and given to them. They all shook hands and went 

home. Good things they got from the war were knives, tin and iron.

Stephenson Kareka

When the Japanese came the people all left the villages and went into the bush. 

They slept under trees, in holes, caves, garden shelters and inside kunai grass. 

They had no food. The Japanese came and destroyed their gardens, digging them up 

for themselves and also destroying property left in houses. There was little 

food on which to survive. Some people hid close to their gardens, and quickly 

took food out when they could see no Japanese soldiers. Others ate poor bush 

food. Others hunted animals. They cooked in the night so the Japanese would not 

see their smoke. They feared the bullets of the Japanese soldiers. The people 

did not look strong or healthy in those times. They were thin.

Discussion

Memories of the war from this small group of Orokaivan villagers display some 

commonalities, but also an array of divergent interpretations.

The themes of fear, hunger, and strong memories of the hangings and reward feast 

are uppermost in the minds of the Koropatans. America takes centre stage in some 

explanations. No one recalled that Embogi had been involved in the slaying of 

Australian mission personnel, nor that he had converted and made a plea for 

others to take up Christianity. Didimus remembered that Embogi acknowledged that 

he had done wrong and would now die for this. Maxwell remembers a huge crowd 

watching Embogi say that it was his fault and that he was sorry for himself. He 

said goodbye to his relatives. Ilma remembered the speech in the secret talk, or 

parable form of the Orokaiva language – the sun goes up, the sun goes down, East 

leads to West, I will be hanged for killing people after the war. She said that 

he had killed village people, not allies and Australian mission staff. The 

hangings were accepted in a matter of fact way in the narratives of the 

villagers. The crowds, the crying and Embogi’s admission of culpability are the 

privileged memories that survived. There is no recognition that this was a 

punishment for an act of treason against the white colonisers.

Several of the villagers mention running away and hiding in the bush, and also 

hunger. The significance of food in their memory is reinforced by the importance 

of the Australians giving a feast of thanks for the carriers. As Schwimmer 

(1973) has shown, reciprocity is a vital structural feature of Orokaivan 

society, and the feast given by the Australians was very appropriate. 

Attitudes to the Japanese changed with experience, and stories of the demise of 

their leader varied. The leader is King, Captain, or General, and the fights 

involve the top men from the different countries. American soldiers and 

equipment are noted as the villagers have their geographical sense of the world 

stretched – to the New Guinea Islands, to Japan, to Hong Kong and to America, 

and witness the powerful equipment brought in by the Americans. 

Sometimes the Japanese are seen as no different from the whites. Racial bases to 

fighting (to be expected?) no longer seemed to be operating. Attitudes to Papua 

New Guineans from elsewhere varied. Amunere did not like the New Guineans who 

were working for the Japanese. Zacharias made friends with people from many 

parts of Papua New Guinea during the war.

‘Cargo’ thinking is absent, or has mostly been erased, from reported memories. 

Zacharias thought that the Japanese might be ghosts, but they were to be feared 

rather than welcomed as ancestors bringing goods. The only people waiting in 

vain on the shore for boats to arrive were the Japanese (as in Timothy’s story).

There are common themes, but there are also many differing experiences of the 

war. One man returns from rubber tapping, another from police work in Gulf 

Province. Many village men get caught up in the Papuan Infantry Battalion and in 

carrying, both during and after the war. Several families try to hide in the 

bush and survive as best they can. One man is appreciated for his work as a 

cook, so remains in Port Moresby with his white employer. Another man seizes an 

opportunity to kill an injured Japanese soldier, out of dislike for the Japanese 

and perhaps out of loyalty to the Australian soldiers.

European sources show that the Orokaivans close to the Japanese faltered often 

in their plans of action. They faced a dilemma of alliance, so fed, helped and 

sometimes betrayed the Europeans, and in one case the Japanese. The ships, 

equipment and number of soldiers in the area was far beyond anything that they 

had experienced in the past. It is little wonder that some thought the hidden 

cargo of the whites had arrived at last. Before the end of the war, however, 

they were to see a far greater display of strength by the allies – in particular 

by the Americans.

The Cargo Arrives

For the first time people saw ‘equipment and supplies in unbelievingly prodigal 

quantities’ (Hastings 1969:81). Even the Australians seemed a little jealous of 

the equipment and transports coming form the USA. At Oro Bay, equipment such as 

excavators, tractors, bulldozers, rollers and graders littered the ground. 

Fifteen airstrips were constructed at Dobadura , and petrol was pumped fifteen 

miles from the wharf to these strips. At Oro Bay, ‘the site is entirely under 

American control and items of special note [are] a floating crane, a seaside 

resort and an ample plant’ (Army File 42/401/640).

Harsh Masters

It was not merely the show of strength that reversed the support of the 

Orokaivans. The Japanese, despite their initial generosity and brotherliness 

(Benson 1957:121), became worse masters than the Europeans. As food supplies ran 

short, they pillaged native gardens indiscriminately, chopped trees to obtain a 

few coconuts, and sank very low in hygienic and moral standards (Johnston 1944:238).

A Brotherhood?

The relationship between soldiers and carriers had far reaching effects. An 

ex-coalminer was able to write a poem extolling the virtues of the Fuzzy Wuzzy 

Angels. The Kokoda Trail carriers were handy and patient for their four-month 

ordeal, and saw themselves as partners in a needed role for the first time. 

Seeing white masters in defeat showed them that the gulf was not impassable – it 

gave them hope for the future (Inglis 1969). Some missionaries feared the effect 

of the soldiers’ moral laxity and chummy atheism. Advice such as ‘free love’ 

from obviously ‘superior’ beings with money, tables, colour-labelled food and 

splendid clothes could have a harmful effect on mission converts (Cranswick and 

Shevill 1969:19). In fact, both liberal whites and Papua New Guineans pushed for 

better, more egalitarian conditions after the war (Bodger 1944), and the cargo 

and generosity had a more lasting effect than any atheistic doctrines of the 

soldiers.

Neither Embogi, Katue, nor the Fuzzy Wuzzy Angel image from poetry and 

photograph exhibited ‘typical Orokaivan’ responses to the Japanese. Typically, 

like most human beings, Orokaivans assessed the situation and negotiated the 

safest strategy for the survival of themselves and their families. A few 

specific people with qualities of leadership took part in more dramatic action. 

The Orokaiva as a group were not angels, brave heroes, or fierce traitors. 

Indeed, it is unwise to attempt to categorise them as a group when the variety 

of their experiences is revealed. Some wage labourers would have been 

conscripted from Moresby as carriers. Some villagers joined the PIB. They saw or 

heard plane crashes and nearby skirmishes. They watched the Japanese advance and 

withdrawal. They hid in the bush and grew thin. They were conscripted as 

labourers and saw undreamed-of technology. They experienced or heard stories of 

the friendliness and generosity of a new type of white man – the soldier. They 

reconstructed their villages and their gardens, and held new hope for the 

future. They sat of an evening and told their stories. Some of the stories, in 

all probability, began to meld into eachother. The significant themes arising 

out of the war experience began to emerge. The heroic, angelic and traitorous 

stories of the missionaries and war correspondents offered ‘ideal types’ around 

which a narrative of good and evil, and a rationale for fighting, could be 

constructed. The contemporary media in Australia have opted for the ‘Angel’ 

version of history, a version that might complement continuing obligations, 

rights, and concern for the former colony, and an honourable rationale for the 

fighting that took place in Papua New Guinea. Some stories from a village in 

Papua New Guinea remind us of a diversity of responses to war and 

interpretations of it within an overall framework of ‘sense’.
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