
  

We each have different reasons for commemorating events that have molded our lives, and for some it keeps our lives busy. My 

father and my wife's parents both served in WW2 in the UK, and we remember them for their service. I had 8 uncles on my Dadôs 

side and another 3 on my Mumôs side, and of those 11, 9 served in the Army or Navy, with the remaining members serving in the 

Fire Brigade or Ambulance Service. Everyone did their bit to fight for freedom and democracy. If it were our turn, weôd do the 

same! Thankfully wars are becoming less ñlabour intensiveò, with the leaders now using greater technology to blast each other 

apart from a distance. It still leaves those who are left to remember those who arenôt, and every ANZAC Day we light a candle for 

our departed loved ones. Some light a candle every evening, such was their loss. 

We started as a nation commemorating the Boer War, then WW1 and WW2, Korea and the Malayan Confrontation, followed by 

Vietnam. There are numerous occasions when we think of those who went before us, and wonder if it was all worth it. It sure was! 

9 January 2020 
80th anniversary of the first contingent of the 2nd AIF embarking for the 

Middle East 

29 January 2020 

75th anniversary of the first Death March to Ranau in WW2 

18 February 2020 

50th anniversary of the Battle for Long Hai (Operation Hammersley) 

19 February 2020 

Bombing of Darwin Day 

22 February 2020 
25th anniversary of the United Nations Assis-

tance Mission in Rwanda, Operation TAMAR.  

22 April 2020 

30th Anniversary Kibeho Massacre, Rwanda 

24 April 2020 

Kapyong Day (Korean War) 

25 April 2020 

Anzac Day 

1 May 2020 
75th anniversary of the end of the Battle of the 

Atlantic 

1 May 2020 
75th anniversary of the Oboe 1 landings on 

Tarakan, Borneo 

5 May 2020 

Battle of the Coral Sea Day 
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8 May 2020 

Victory in Europe (VE) Day 

8 May 2020 

75th anniversary of the Battle of Wewak 

10 June 2020 
75th anniversary of the Oboe 6 landings on Balik-

papan, Borneo 

25 June 2020 

70th anniversary of the Korean War starting 

27 July 2020 

Korean Veterans' Day 

6 August 2020 

105th anniversary of the Battle of Lone Pine 

6 August 2020 
75th anniversary of the Atomic Bomb on Hiroshi-

ma 

7 August 2020 

105th anniversary of the Battle of the Nek 

9 August 2020 
75th anniversary of the Atomic Bomb on Nagasa-

ki 

15 August 2020 

Victory in the Pacific (VP) Day 

18 August 2020 

Battle of Long Tan (Also Vietnam Veteransô Day) 

31 August 2020 

Malaya and Borneo Veteransô Day 

Editor David Laing 0407 791 822 



2 

 

Page 2 Sitrep, Over! 

Allies 

The first troops arrived at Milne Bay from Port Moresby in the Dutch KPM ships Karsik and Bontekoe, es-
corted by the sloop HMAS Warrego and the corvette HMAS Ballarat on 25 June. Karsik docked at 
a pontoon wharf that had been hastily constructed from petrol drums by Papuan workers, who had been 
recruited by ANGAU and who subsequently assisted in unloading the ships. The troops included two and 
a half companies and a machine gun platoon from the 55th Infantry Battalion of the 14th Infantry Brigade, 
the 9th Light Anti-Aircraft Battery with eight Bofors 40 mm guns, a platoon of the US 101st Coast Artillery 
Battalion (Anti-Aircraft) with eight .50 calibre machine guns, and two 3.7 inch anti-aircraft guns of the 23rd 
Heavy Anti-Aircraft Battery. Company E of the 46th Engineers of the US Army Corps of Engineers arrived 
on Bontekoe with airbase construction equipment. Some 29 KPM ships had escaped to Australia after the 
fall of the Dutch East Indies. They were manned by Dutch and Javanese crews, and were the lifeline of 
the garrison at Milne Bay, making roughly two out of every three voyages there during the campaign, the 
remainder being by Australian, British and US ships. Five KPM ships would be lost during the fighting in 
Papua. 

Work on the first airfield, which became known as No. 1 Airstrip, had commenced on 8 June, with the area 
near Gili Gili being cleared by Papuan workers under the supervision of ANGAU and by US 96th Engineer 
Separate Battalion personnel. Company E of the 46th Engineers began working on it on 30 June. In addi-
tion to the runway, they had to build camouflaged dispersal areas for 32 fighters, taxiways and accommo-
dation for 500 men. To support the airbase and the garrison, a platoon was diverted to working on the 
docks and roads. Although 
the channels in Milne Bay 
allowed deep draught ships 
to approach within 40 feet 
(12 m) of the shore, they had 
to be unloaded onto pon-
toons and the stores man-
handled onto vehicles, a la-
bour-intensive process. 
Three Kittyhawks from No. 76 
Squadron RAAF landed on 
the airstrip on 22 July, while 
additional aircraft from No. 76 
and also No. 75 Squadron 
RAAF arrived on 25 Ju-
ly. They found that only 4,950 
by 80 feet (1,509 by 24 m) of 
the 6,000-by-100-foot (1,829 
by 30 m) runway was cov-
ered with Marston Matting, 
and that water was frequently 
over it. Landing aircraft 
sprayed water about, and 
sometimes skidded off the 
runway and became bogged.  

With No. 1 Airstrip operation-
al, work began on two more 
airfields. Some 5,000 coconut trees were removed for No. 2 Airstrip, and the site was levelled and graded, 
but its use first required the construction of at least two 60-foot (18 m) bridges, so work moved to No. 3 
Airstrip near Kilarbo. Its construction was undertaken by the 2nd Battalion of the US 43rd Engineers (less 
Company E), which arrived on 4 August. That day Japanese aircraft began to bomb and strafe Milne Bay, 
focusing upon attacking the airfields and the engineers as they worked. Four Zeros and a dive bomb-
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A Kittyhawk comes in to land at No. 1 Airstrip, guarded by a Bofors 40mm anti-
aircraft gun of the 2/9th Light Anti-Aircraft Battery. 
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er attacked No. 1 Airstrip. One Kittyhawk was destroyed on the ground, while a Kittyhawk from No. 76 
Squadron shot down the dive bomber. Following this, the Australians established a workable radar system 
to provide early warning. On 11 August, 22 Kittyhawks intercepted 12 Zeroes. Despite their numerical ad-
vantage, the Australians lost three Kittyhawks, while claiming four Japanese Zeros shot down.  

On 11 July, troops of the 7th Infantry Brigade, under the command of Brigadier John Field, began arriving 
to bolster the garrison. The brigade consisted of three Militia battalions from Queensland, 
the 9th, 25th and 61st Infantry Battalions. They brought with them guns of the 4th Battery of the 101st An-
ti-Tank Regiment, the 2/6th Heavy Anti-Aircraft Battery, and the 2/9th Light Anti-Aircraft Battery, along with 
the first Australian engineer unit, the 24th Field Company. Field assumed command of "Milne Force", a 
task force which exercised operational control over all Allied air, land and naval forces in the area, but only 
when an attack was imminent. He reported directly to Blamey's Allied Land Forces in Brisbane rather 

than New Guinea Force in Port Mores-
by. His most urgent tasks were of an 
engineering nature. While the American 
engineers built the airstrips and 
wharves, the Australians worked on the 
roads and accommodation. The small 
force of sappers had to be augmented 
by infantry and Papuan labourers. 

Although malaria was known to be en-
demic in the Milne Bay area, precau-
tions taken against the disease were 
haphazard. Men wore shorts and kept 
their sleeves rolled up. Their mosquito 
repellent cream was ineffec-
tive, quinine was in short supply and 
many men arrived without their mosqui-
to nets, which were stowed deep in the 
ships' holds and took several days to 
unload. A daily dosage of 10 grains 
(0.65 g) was prescribed but Field's 
troops were told not to take their quinine 
until they had been in the area a week. 
By this time, many had become infected 
with the disease. The Director of Medi-

cine at Allied Land Forces Headquarters was Brigadier Neil Hamilton Fairley, an expert on tropical medi-
cine. He visited Port Moresby in June, and was alarmed at the ineffectiveness of the measures being tak-
en to combat the disease, which he realised was capable of destroying the entire Allied force in Papua. He 
made sure that the 110th Casualty Clearing Station left Brisbane for Milne Bay with a fully equipped 
pathological laboratory and a large quantity of anti-malarial supplies, including 200,000 quinine tablets. 
However, some equipment was lost or ruined in transit, and the danger from malaria was not yet appreci-
ated at Milne Bay. The 55th Infantry Battalion's companies were already badly afflicted by malaria and 
other tropical diseases, and were withdrawn and sent back to Port Moresby in early August,  but the garri-
son was further reinforced with Second Australian Imperial Force troops of Brigadier George Woot-
ten's 18th Infantry Brigade of the 7th Division, which began arriving on 12 August, although it would not be 
complete until 21 August. This veteran brigade, which had fought in the Siege of Tobruk earlier in the 
war, consisted of the 2/9th, 2/10th and 2/12th Infantry Battalions.  Anti-aircraft and artillery support was 
provided by the 9th Battery of the 2/3rd Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment, the US 709th Anti-Aircraft Battery 
and the 9th Battery of the 2/5th Field Regiment, while various signals and logistics troops provided further 
support.  

Continued next month 
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The terrifying ñSharks Mouthò painted on the noses of the Milne Bay 

Kittyhawks struck fear into the Japanese on the ground. 
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One close Australian colleague visited Scarface and sent a note to McKayôs parents, along with a photo of the cross 
and the cairn in the shadow of the boulder. ñIt was a very quiet spot,ò he wrote. ñSadly I didnôt find Paul there. I think I 
lost him a long time ago.ò 

ñHe disappeared like he had disappeared off the face of the Earth,ò recalled Reverend Brian Douglas, McKayôs pastor 
back in Canberra. ñBut really, he had disappeared before he actually left. He had gone to another place emotionally, 
which you couldnôt reach.ò 

Long before he ever set foot in Saranac Lake, Paul McKay was already gone.  

END 

Editors Notes: 

I have been communicating with Mrs Angela McKay, Pauls mother, for a number of months, and she has graciously 
permitted me access to some of her thoughts and pictures of this very sad affair. Captain McKay's name and service 
are commemorated on a plaque at the Australian War Memorial in Canberra ACT, along with the names of our fallen 
from Afghanistan, and also the names of soldiers whose deaths have been attributed to their service in Afghanistan nd 
Iraq.. 
  

Mrs McKay adds, ñAs a family, we have always stayed out of the 
limelight, but we do allow people to produce stories about Paul if it 
highlight mental health issues but I do believe that a good human 
interest story could be written about the small town of Saranac 
Lake.  Population 5,000 it is located an hour's drive from the Cana-
dian border and about 5 hours from NYC.  On 30 Dec 2013 an Aus-
tralian Army officer was in the town for less than 24 hours but he 
has left an indelible mark on the place and the people.   
 
I have included some photos from the day our son commenced his 
long journey home from Saranac Lake to Adelaide. The coffin was 
45 minutes late leaving but people lined the route and waited in 
freezing conditions.  Paul's coffin was carried by people involved 
with the search - police, park rangers, veterans etc. There was a US 
flag draped over his coffin which is an incredibly high honour to 
award to a foreign national.  Everyone involved with the Catholic 
primary school came out and formed a guard of honour as the 
hearse drove by - pupils, teachers, admin staff and the parish priest, 
they were all present.  
 
Contrast this to our son's arrival at the Adelaide airport where his 
body was deposited in the transport cargo warehouse of the domes-
tic terminal at the Adelaide airport. 45 minutes later an undertaker 

rang me and said "I wish to advise you that I now have CAPT McKay in my care." 
 

As I mentioned previously, every year Saranac Lake now holds an ANZAC day ceremony with a climb to our son's 
final resting place.  The photo of the ADF members is ANZAC day 2018 which was very special because an Australian 
MAJ who was a friend of Paul's was on secondment to a hospital in Toronto and was able to attend, making him the 
first person who knew Paul to actually attend the ceremony.  The other photo shows our son's memorial cairn (where 
he was found) on Scarface Mountain. 

Captain Paul McKay    The Disappearing Soldier  Part 5 

Lee Scaggs and Scott van Laer at the McKay                    
Memorial Cairn 
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In the pic are Lee Scaggs (a Freemason, like Paul, he 
got up at 4.30am to arrive at Saranac Lake in time to 
make the climb) and Scott van Laer the park ranger who 
climbed Scarface Mountain from a different route and 
finally found Paul after 16 days of searching.  He was 
actually on his day off but still continued searching. 
 
The next photo is of Brad MacDowell, an amazing man 
and PTS sufferer from Vietnam.  He wrote to us because 
Paul's death touched him so deeply.  He lived in a log 
cabin on the shores of the lake and could see Scarface 
Mountain from his deck.  Every morning he would stand 
and salute the mountain, he said, "I am keeping CAPT 
McKay's memory alive".  We did meet him in mid 2014 

and sadly he passed 
away in Mar 2017, aged 
68.  His sister found 
writings from him during 
the search and after 
Paul had been found 
and clearly it showed 
how much he identified 
with our son and how 
he envied him that he 
had finally found peace. 
 
The final 2 photos are 
from a Saranac Lake 
local, Janet Simkins, we 
have never met but she 
regularly sends me 
photos because she 
and her husband live on 
the lake and see 
Scarface Mountain from 
their property.  They 
think of Paul daily,  The 
photo shows her hus-
band and son heading 
off across the lake at 

sunrise.  They were Brad's neighbours. 
 
After the climb there is a ceremony at the town's war memorial and then a fund raising luncheon which raises money 
to help this Rehab Centre.  This is a new initiative by the Mayor, Clyde Rabideau, who believes that the ANZAC day 
ceremony needs to now not only include a climb to our son's final resting place and a ceremony at the town's war me-
morial but to also have a fund raising luncheon afterwards in support of the local organisations that help Veterans with 
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The Australian Officer on the left is LTCOL Sam Benveniste, next CO of 10/27 Battle Group 


