A Hiker Stumbled Upon A WWII Base Deep In The Jungle, And The Soldiers
Were Still There
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Brian Freeman and his guides have struggled for hours through the Papua New
Guinea jungle. Then, as they wilt in the tropical heat, the men emerge onto a
plateau. And what they find there astonishes and humbles them. Piles of discarded
weapons, spent ammunition, and tin helmets litter the ground. Clearly, at one
point, there were soldiers too — but are they still here, lurking among the leaves?
The man who found them

If you dared to follow in Freeman’s footsteps, you may have seen them, too. But
then Freeman’s better cut out for the trek than most. He’s an ex-military man who
served two decades with the Australian special forces. That meant he may have
known the horrors that were awaiting him.

More than just jungle
First, Freeman and his guides had to tackle the Kokoda Track, which meanders
through 60 miles of thick jungle. The path runs through the mountains of the
Owen Stanley Range and is trekked by many Australians each year. But they’re
attracted by more than just the majestic beauty of the rugged landscapes and the
challenge the track offers. They, too, know the area’s grim history.
A grim history
You see, the track runs through land bitterly fought over by Japanese and
Australian troops during WWII. Over 600 Australians lost their lives in this
remote jungle, and their compatriots come to pay their respects and learn more
about the sacrifices their countrymen made. Safe to say, though, that none of them
saw what Freeman witnessed
Tough battle
And when the Japanese and Australian forces fought each other for dominance of
this remote jungle territory, battle conditions were tough. As well as facing off
against enemy attacks, the Australians had to suffer extreme heat during the day
— sometimes torrential rainstorms, too.
Extreme conditions

Then there was the terrain — which was unforgiving, to put it mildly. Plunging
slopes led down to valleys dense with tropical foliage. And the heavy rains meant
the ground was often transformed into a mass of thick, clinging mud. Freeman
could have only imagined the horrific conditions the men fought through there.
Bitter fighting

But there was a big prize on offer: Port Moresby. During WWII, this was vital to
capture if you wanted to conquer New Guinea, as it was known at the time. And the
Japanese were determined to control this jungle route — whatever the potential cost.
Amphibious landing foiled

The Japanese had initially planned to seize Port Moresby with a direct seaborne
attack on the capital. But the Battle of the Coral Sea against Australian and American
forces had scuttled that scheme. Though the battle was fought at sea, the actual
combat was in the air, with planes launched from carriers and land bases.
Saving the nation

At the time, many Australians felt this battle had kept their nation safe from Japanese
invasion. Later historians feel this may be an over-dramatic claim. But it’s certainly
true that the attack on Port Moresby was thwarted by the disruption caused. The
soldiers Freeman found may have recognized this fact.
A new plan

And it was clear to the Japanese high command that they needed an alternative plan
if they were to take Port Moresby. That’s where the Kokoda Track came in. The
terrain was hard, but it was the only obvious way over land to finally capture the
capital.
Landing at Gona

So, the Japanese began to land soldiers at a place called Gona on the east coast of
New Guinea. Their original mission was simply to scout out the Kokoda Track to see
if it offered a viable route toward Port Moresby. But this initial trip soon turned into a
full-scale advance toward the capital. And very soon, the Japanese ran into
resistance.
Australian retreat

Just a couple of days after their landing at Gona, the Japanese met the Australians.
The Australians then retreated along the Kokoda Track towards Port Moresby,
fighting rearguard actions, and finally halted the enemy at Imita Ridge. That was just
five miles from the road that connected the end of the Kokoda Track to Port Moresby.
Imita Ridge

The Japanese now seized Kokoda itself. More importantly, they controlled its
airfield — the only one between Gona and Port Moresby. But the Japanese supply
lines had become over-stretched. And this allowed the Australian forces to make a
stand at Imita Ridge. The Japanese advance was stopped in its tracks.
Japanese halted

Now the pendulum swung the way of the Australian defenders. Though they’d
been pushed back after bitter fighting with the Japanese, their new position was
much nearer to Port Moresby. That meant they were closer to the supplies and
reinforcements in the capital city. The artillery stationed there was also in range
to target the Japanese.
Australian advance

And the whole story was thrown into reverse. Now, it was the Australians who
began to advance back along the track towards Kokoda. Now, it was the Japanese
who had to fight desperate rearguard actions as they retreated towards where
they’d first landed at Gona.
Kokoda retaken

Then, on November 2, 1942, the Australians re-took Kokoda — although that
victory came at a high cost. Around 625 Australians were killed, while another
1,600 were wounded. The Japanese suffered an estimated 5,000 casualties —
around 2,000 in combat and the rest from disease. But it wasn’t just the foreign
fighters who died. Approximately 150 local people lost their lives working as
porters and laborers during the fighting.
Kokoda Track Campaign

The Japanese never did take Port Moresby — nor did they get control of New
Guinea. And the ferocious battles that took place during the Kokoda Track
Campaign are what Australians remember and honor to this day. Freeman may
have even made his own personal tribute as he walked the track. But there was
something about the history of the fighting in the area that puzzled him.
Battle of Eora Creek

Some of the most bitter fighting along the Kokoda Track had taken place at a
location called Eora Creek. The track actually crosses the creek at two places —
one known as Templeton’s Crossing, and the other near the village of Eora Creek.
The wrong location

And as a keen and knowledgeable historian, Freeman knew there’d been a major
battle at Eora Creek in October 1942. That was when the Australians were
advancing along the Kokoda Track, pushing the Japanese back from the territory
they’d initially gained. However, Freeman believed that the actual location of the
fiercest fighting had been wrongly remembered.
Intensive research

After intensive research, Freeman believed the Japanese had established a
formidable defensive position near the creek. This had been the scene of heavy
warfare and led to lots of Australian and Japanese casualties. Yet no one knew the
actual site of this battle — no one except the Alola.
Respecting the spirits of the dead

Yes, the local Alola people knew the exact location of the Eora battle. They’d
concealed their knowledge from outsiders for decades, as they believed that it was
wrong to disturb the spirits of the men who’d fought and died at the site.
Trust

But Freeman had struck up a close relationship with the Alola people after years
of working with them. They’d come to trust him and his motives. And now, that
patiently built relationship was about to bear fruit with an extraordinary
revelation.
An honor

In 2010 the Alola agreed to guide Freeman to the site of the battlefield. The
explorer was well aware of the privilege he’d been given. And what he found there
was truly astounding. It’d be an experience that he’d never forget.
A helmeted soldier

Guided by his Alola friends, Freeman struggled along jungle paths for hours until
they came to a clearing. And the first evidence that Freeman saw of the battle
that’d raged there stopped him in his tracks. Leaning against a tree in a seated
position was the corpse of a long-dead Japanese soldier — still helmeted.
War detritus

Scattered around the deceased man was a chilling selection of war detritus. There
were boots, grenades, heaps of ammunition, rifles, and munitions strewn along the
ground. Thanks to the Alola, no outsider had cast eyes on this scene for nearly 70
years.
Finding more than expected

And at last, the site of the battle had been discovered. Speaking to The Times in
2010, Freeman recalled, “I thought we might just a find a couple of old weapons.
But there were guns, mines, helmets, water bottles.”
The battle site

“It was incredibly emotional knowing that you were looking at items that had
been dropped as those Japanese and Australian soldiers lost their lives,”
Freeman continued. “And the dead lay just where they had fallen or were laid by
their comrades. It was as if the battle had just happened.” As the Times report
pointed out, the site was “the only known battlefield in the world where weapons
and war dead lie in situ exactly as they fell.”
A highly emotional experience

Freeman then described what he had noticed when he arrived at the site. And it’d
clearly been a highly emotional — even horrifying — experience for him. “The
very first thing I saw was a Japanese soldier who still had his helmet on,” he
revealed. “We went on to find the bones of another three Japanese soldiers.”
War dead

“I had never expected to find war dead,” Freeman admitted. “It’s one thing going
into a place like that and finding weapons or artifacts; it’s quite another finding
soldiers who died as they fought. I was a soldier for 20 years, and I was shocked
at the sight.”
A misidentified site

Freeman also revealed how he’d come to suspect that the battlefield location had
been misidentified. “I used to stand at the site where we thought the battle was
fought and brief the trekkers about it — but things didn’t add up,” he recalled. “It
was too small. It wasn’t in a good defensive position.”
A village secret

“I mentioned this to a villager one day, and he pointed up the hill and said,
‘That’s our village secret up there,’” Freeman added. It’d been his first
confirmation that he was right about the battle site’s location. Even more than
that, it was the first time he learned that the Alola knew the true location of the
site.
Eora Creek

So what had actually happened there back in 1942? The site that Freeman had
finally found was at the top of a high summit overlooking Eora Creek. That gave it
a significant tactical advantage over the Australian force, who had been marching
along the creek below.
A dangerous crossing

The Japanese defenders were able to use their height advantage to pummel the
Australians below as they tried to cross the creek. And the Australians were
forced to endure days of constant Japanese fire before finally managing to
advance under cover of night.
A different tactic

But crossing the creek still left plenty of hard fighting ahead for the Australians.
They tried direct assaults on the Japanese, but the enemy was so well dug in that
charging up the steep incline under heavy fire would be a no-go. The attackers
had to come up with a different tactic.
An outflanking operation

One of the Australian battalions was ordered to try to find a way to outflank the
Japanese stronghold. So, they advanced to the west of the enemy position and
tried to dislodge the defenders by attacking them from higher ground. The
Japanese then fled into the jungle, leaving behind many dead. The Australians lost
99 soldiers, with a further 192 wounded.
Lost battlefields

And now that the location of the Eora Creek battle has been found, there are
hopes that the remains of dead fighters may be identified through DNA tests. But,
of course, the discovery of this grim site does raise an intriguing question: just
how many more WWII battlefields remain to be unearthed?

