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Synopsis
During the night of 11 April 1945, eight Australian Z Special commandos landed on
The eight Australians were dropped from their patrol boat - HDML 1321 - just on midnight, five miles north east of Muschu. They began the long paddle to the island in four kayaks but within an hour they found that unexpected ocean currents were pushing them south of their objective.
Exhausted, hours later they reached Muschu, however the mission then went horribly wrong. Unknown to them, their presence had been discovered soon after they landed.
With no means of escape, the island became a killing ground, with the Australians being hunted relentlessly by the Japanese garrison. Four of the patrol went missing during an attempt to escape by sea, and three were captured, tortured and executed by the Japanese.
Nine days later, after fighting his way off the island, swimming the shark infested waters of the Muschu Straight to the mainland, then fighting through more Japanese patrols, the only survivor reached the Australian lines north of Wewak. The information he carried allowed the guns to be put out of action and casualties in the subsequent landings at Wewak were minimised.
This is the remarkable but true story of the mission’s only survivor. Taken from the survivor's own diary, interviews with Australian and Japanese military personnel of the era plus Australian Army war archives, the author faithfully reconstructs the events leading up to, during and after that fateful mission.
***
Next – Review
AMAZON Review
“Fantastic read!”
By
Military History Buff (
The Guns of Muschu
I read this book over two days and it was well researched (from both the Australian and Japanese perspectives) and highly readable. The author did his homework on a Z Special recon and prisoner snatch mission conducted late in the war off the coast of
The story is incredible. If you're interested in special ops and the Pacific theater in WWII, then I highly recommend this book.
The only fault is the lack of pictures and detailed maps to supplement the text (though the book directs the reader to a website with additional information including pictures and the actual map used in the mission).
November 25, 2008
website: www.gunsofmuschu.com
Next – Extract from Chapter One
The Guns of Muschu
Chapter 1
March 2, 1945
From the cockpit of the Australian Beaufort, Flight Sergeant Ron Smith stared at the aircraft’s starboard wing. A fist size hole had suddenly blossomed inboard of the engine and through the jagged metal he could see the jungle streaming past only fifty meters below. Smith’s first reaction was outrage that the Japanese gunners should damage his aircraft, however, this quickly turned to fear as another shell punched through the engine cowl and tore out the fuel lines. Both rounds exploded above the cockpit, ripping shrapnel through the perspex and shattering the instrument panel – one fragment slicing the glove across the back of his left hand then lodging in the prismatic compass.
Smith had no time to dwell on his luck for he now had his hands full controlling the aircraft. Even though the starboard engine stopped when the second round ripped through the fuel lines, the propeller continued turning in the slipstream. He tried the propeller’s feather control but it refused to work. Quickly he opened the throttle on the remaining engine but the combined effect of dead-engine drag and added power, swung the aircraft wildly to the right. To compensate he shoved in left rudder and aileron, creating more drag that needed even more power. He nudged the boost lever forward until the big Pratt and Whitney radial was delivering its maximum, but even then the aircraft barely maintained altitude...
Smith was no stranger to the Beaufort, in the six months he’d been with the squadron he’d chalked up almost four hundred hours on the aircraft. Before that he’d flown Beaufighters for a year - also in
This morning’s mission had begun as most had, with a briefing in the Seven Squadron operations room at Tadji before first light. Here surrounded by aerial photos, maps and weather charts, the operations officer outlined reports from coast watchers, intelligence agents and army units advancing on the Japanese held
Australian coast watchers had reported a Japanese freighter sneaking into harbor the previous night and the raid had been timed so that all aircraft arrived over the port just after sunrise. With luck they’d catch the freighter still unloading, hopefully with plenty of enemy soldiers and vehicles in the open as they tried to disperse the cargo. This was part of the strategy of denying the Japanese essential supplies and destroying those that did make it through the naval blockade. For this raid all aircraft carried a load of two, two hundred and fifty kilogram and four, one hundred and twenty kilogram bombs – the smaller bombs fused to surface detonate and cause maximum casualties among the dock workers.
Smith was leading a vic of three aircraft that had been assigned the dock area. For him and his crew this mission was just another in what now seemed to be an endless series of raids. However, although they’d made the Wewak run many times, they treated every mission as if it was their first. They knew that complacency was as much a danger as the enemy and that one momentary slip could turn luck against them.
Wewak was a hive of anti-aircraft fire and though they’d have an element of surprise with them, their approach would be reported and every Japanese soldier for miles around would be alerted for their arrival. Over the target they could expect to be met with everything from small arms to 80mm anti-aircraft fire, much of which was deadly accurate. To minimise their exposure all aircraft would hug the ground, drop their bombs at low level, then escape out to sea where they’d assess the attack and if necessary select targets of opportunity and hit them again.
That morning the briefing, the aircraft pre-flights, then take-off went as planned, with no delays or last minute mechanical problems that often left one or more aircraft behind. The squadron climbed out into the rising sun – an irony not lost on Smith – then turned south over the sea and set course for Wewak, twenty minutes away. To the west the Torecelli Mountains were cloaked in mist that clung to the trees like a white veil, while ahead the sky was clear with only a few cloud smudges on the horizon to indicate the storms that would build later in the day.
There was the usual after take-off chatter over the intercom as the crew settled into the mission – the navigator in his nose compartment cross checking with the pilot to ensure their instruments were in synch, the wireless operator in the compartment behind the pilot tuning his equipment and the gunner in the dorsal turret tapping off a few test rounds from his twin .303 cal machine guns. All were part of a ritual that not only served to confirm that everything was functioning correctly, but also helped calm the crew’s nerves.
Ten minutes into the flight an eerie silence descended among the crew. It was always this way, because now all knew they were approaching the half way mark. From here on the situation became deadly serious. Smith shifted in his seat and loosened his seat harness slightly. He had a habit of doing this, even though the full body Sutton harness was vital for protection, the straps also restricted movement to such an extent that it could actually hamper a pilot’s reach. Experience had taught him to compromise.
Today the three aircraft he was leading was the second group in the formation. He watched the lead group a hundred yards ahead, the three aircraft holding tight station on each other in the calm air over the sea. He remembered such a moment only a month back when they’d drawn fire from Japanese guns and one Beaufort erupted in a flash of greasy yellow fire. They’d flown through the heart of the explosion, the only effect, some singed paint and a slight bump to mark the place in the sky where four men died.
It was experiences like that which worried him most. If a Japanese shell found the bomb-load, it didn’t matter how experienced or clever a pilot one was, because it would be game-over in the blink of an eye. At least if they took damage in an attack, one had a fighting chance of controlling the aircraft and making it back in one piece.
But suddenly that morning, he doubted his own theory.
The attack had gone as planned. Five minutes from Wewak the formation descended to five hundred feet and flew inland. There they used a prominent hill as a navigation marker, turned south and spread out into their attack groups. Smith’s navigator then called the course to the target and he’d banked the aircraft onto the heading, then opened the throttles until the airspeed reached two hundred and seventy miles an hour. With the two other aircraft in his section streaming astern at five hundred meter intervals, he pressed lower until they were skimming the tree tops.
Beneath the Beaufort the ground unraveled like a green conveyor, the hills giving way to the neat squares of palm plantations near the coast. Sighting a road, Smith checked his course, then saw the harbor ahead and lined up on a row of warehouses. There was no sign of the freighter mentioned in the briefing – it had probably left the harbor before dawn. The dock area was stacked with cargo, a line of trucks broke ranks and scattered as warning of the approaching aircraft sounded.
Smith held the Beaufort steady and aimed at the cargo stacks. Howling low over the dock, he heard the navigator call “bombs gone” and felt the aircraft lurch as the load fell clear. Behind him the dorsal gunner’s twin 303s were hammering away and in the nose the navigator joined in with his .50 caliber, the stench of cordite filling the cockpit. Banking further right to track along another line of warehouses, he sensed rather than heard the impact of the bombs behind them.
Flicking off the gun safety, he pressed the yoke fire button and opened up with the two wing mounted fifty caliber machine guns. Using tracer to aim he marched the rounds into the waterfront buildings before banking left over the port and swinging into a wide turn that took them out to sea.
It was then that they were hit...
***
Next – Pilot Interview

Interview with Major Ron Smith
Pilot of the Beaufort in Chapter 1
Conducted in September 2006 by the author
Major Ron Smith (Australian Army Aviation Corps, retired) began his long flying career in 1943 as an Australian Air Force pilot. As a Flight Sergeant in
Interview
Author: The Beaufort is an aircraft that's never received much credit for the role it played in the Pacific during WW2?
Ron Smith: Yes, it's been overlooked in favor of other types such as the Spitfire or Hurricane which of course didn't play much of a role in the Pacific. American aircraft like the Hellcat, Corsair and P38 Lightning grabbed a lot of attention. The Beaufort though, was an important aircraft -
Author: I didn't realise until I researched "The Guns of Muschu" just how active the RAAF was in supporting the Australian Army during the
Ron Smith: If weather and serviceability allowed my squadron flew sorties against the Japanese whenever we could. Sometimes we flew two or three sorties a day. Most of these were bombing missions against targets around Wewak or in the
Author: From my experience in the Vietnam War, the Australian Air Force’s reputation for supporting army operations was nowhere near what it was in WW2?
Ron Smith: Unfortunately towards the very end of WW2, the air force hierarchy didn’t like the close relationship we’d developed with the army. Some felt they were losing control to the army and this threatened their “empire”. They removed a lot of front-line commanders from
Author: Why did this happen? I found that when I was in
Ron Smith: By the early sixties the Australian Air Force in many ways had lost much of its corporate memory. Unfortunately most of the senior officers who were by then in command, had little experience under actual combat conditions – sure there were still some around, but the command structure tended to regard the air forces’ role as purely one of continental defence. Army support was way down the list and tended to be disregarded, again for fear of the air force coming under command of the army . The
Author: Where were you based in
Ron Smith: My squadron - number 7 - was based at Tadji, about 100 miles up the coast from Wewak. We mainly flew support missions into the Torecelli mountains, although we also often attacked targets in and around Wewak.
Author: You've flown a lot of aircraft in your time, both in the RAAF and the Army. Exactly how many types have you flown?
Ron Smith: I've flown plenty - some of which I wasn't supposed to fly, but I guess you can start with the ones I was rated on first. I'll try and put them in order, starting about 1943. Tiger Moth - that was the RAAF's basic trainer, Airspeed Oxford - that was used as an introduction to twin engine aircraft . Then I converted to Beaufighters and spent six months flying operations in
Author: How were those aircraft sabotaged? I've never heard of this?
Ron Smith: I think there were a total of 19 Liberators at the RAAF training squadron at Tocumwal. One night someone merely crept in and removed about ten metres of the fuselage wiring harness from each aircraft. They suspected about six people were involved and they were well organised. It was definitely sabotage as they knew exactly what they were doing. The B-24 had most of its controls powered by electrics and the harnesses were impossible to replace overnight. The aircraft were out of service for months. The incident was totally hushed up of course. It was kept secret for years, but we learned that there was a cell of German agents working in
Author: You later joined the army and were eventually rated on all army aircraft?
Ron Smith: In the sixties and seventies I was rated on army aircraft, including the Cessna 180 and Pilatus Porter. I've also had a go with a few mates who were instructors on helicopters - the Bell Sioux G2 and G3. Had a couple of drives of the Huey, Kiowa and the Hughes OH-6. I've flown most of the Cessna range at some time or other, including their twins. Also a lot of other types that escape me. As operations officer for 1 Army Aviation Regiment, I managed to get my hands on many types as we evaluated them for the army. We had some other aircraft pass through the regiment during those years, like the Helio-Courier, Mooney MU2, DeHavilland Otter and Beaver. Most of these were put forward as contenders and we flew them for an hour or so, just to be polite to the manufacturer, but it was always interesting to make comparisons. We came very close to recommending the Beaver, but its size was frowned on by the RAAF who by the late fifties were getting rather paranoid about allowing the army to fly aircraft. Later we selected the Cessna 180 to replace our original Austers.

I also still had plenty of mates in the RAAF who'd whistle me up for a circuit or two, so I got to drive most of the aircraft in the military inventory - except the single seat fighters of course. But I was working on that. Those were the days when it was possible to use your contacts to get a check ride in military aircraft. It’s different now of course, flight hours are very expensive and of course the “system” lacks imagination. Too much red tape and too many bean-counters holding the reins.
Author: You mentioned that your introduction to combat flying in
Ron Smith: Yes. When I was first sent to
Author: What was the Beaufighter like to fly?
Ron Smith: It was a handful after the
Author: The Japanese nicknamed it "Whispering Death"?
Ron Smith: I often wondered about that. Personally I think the name was cooked up by some of the public relations types back in
Author: The Beaufighter packed a big punch?
Ron Smith: Oh yes it did. Four 20 mm cannon in the nose and six .303 machine guns in the wings. And we could also carry rockets and bombs. Six aircraft coming in at wave top height in a long vic formation and opening up together on a ship tended to put the Japs right off their stroke. I've seen Jap ships torn to pieces in one pass.
Author: After the Beaufighter the Beaufort must've seemed very different?
Ron Smith: It felt similar but was heavier and down on power. The Beaufort had two 1200hp radials, but the Beaufighter had two 1750hp engines - that's 2400hp vs 3500hp. That made a big difference. But you became used to it.
Author: You went from Beaufighters to Beauforts? Normally it's the other way around?
Ron Smith: It was caused by an administrative stuff up. Some clerk in
Author: That seemed a very practical way of doing it?
Ron Smith: It was probably against regulations but it worked. The funny side of it all is after six months in country and after about 500hrs flying Beauforts including ditching one without casualties, in June 1945 some idiot back in
Author: Apart from when you were shot down, can you recall any particularly memorable sorties?
Ron Smith: It gets harder to remember after all these years, but there's plenty of ones that stick in the mind. I do recall one sortie, we were in formation at about five thousand feet heading south. The Beaufort head of us at the same level – it was about fifty meters away - just vanished in a puff of smoke and fire. He'd been hit in the bomb load by a shell, probably 80mm at that altitude. We flew right through the middle of it all. I've seen the same thing in movies - there's a scene in Memphis Bell very much like it.
Author: Was there any damage to your aircraft?
Ron Smith: None, just a few tendrils of soot clinging to the perspex and fuselage. A bit of turbulence and that was it. I think the center of the explosion was probably the safest place to fly through by the time we hit it.
Author: You were one of very few people to have successfully ditched a Beaufort and walked, or rather swum, away from it. How did this happen?
Ron Smith: There's no mystery about it. I was on a raid near Wewak when Jap anti-aircraft gunners shot out the starboard engine and the aircraft decided it no longer wanted to fly. RAAF HQ officially classified it as a crash, according to them we weren't shot down, we merely crashed into the ocean.
Author: Why was that?
Ron Smith: I think it had something to do with statistics. It made the record look better, can't let the enemy know they'd shot someone down. They had a rule of some sort about the time the aircraft remained in the air after being hit by enemy fire. After five minutes or so, if you managed to stay in the air that long, then hit the ground or water, you weren't deemed to have been shot down. Instead you'd crashed. Funny because I know of fighter pilots who'd emptied their ammunition into Jap bombers then followed them for ten or fifteen minutes and watched them crash. They were then able to claim they'd shot down an enemy aircraft - which they had of course.
Author: You must have had your hands full getting the aircraft safely onto the water?
Ron Smith: Fortunately the sea was almost calm. Only a low swell. Bloody aircraft was just hanging in the air on one engine when we hit - I had the throttle to the stops, full boost, I expected it to seize or explode any minute. Also I never knew the aircraft could fly so slow! All I wanted it to do was stall in, but of all the times to be stubborn it just seemed to want to keep flying!
Author: Could you have made it back to Tadji?
Ron Smith: I I didn’t want to risk it. The first round weakened the main spar and also damaged the engine mount. Even though the engine was stopped the slipstream was still turning the propeller because the auto feather had been damaged. To make matters worse the mount had partially collapsed and the engine was drooping down at about 30 degrees, creating a hell of a lot of drag. And vibration, it was shaking like hell. I figured it was only a matter of time before the engine fell off - which wouldn't have been a bad thing I suppose, but cit might have ripped the wing off when it went. Or maybe the wing would fold up first. So I knew I had to get the aircraft down while I still had some control left.
Author: How long did you keep the aircraft flying?
Ron Smith: It seemed like hours, but it was five, maybe ten minutes. I wanted to get as far up the coast as I could. The area around Wewak was crawling with Japs and I wasn't eager to be taken prisoner.
Author: What were the anti-aircraft defenses like around Wewak?
Ron Smith: Very heavy. I know the Japs were supposed to be short on ammo, but they always seemed to have plenty to throw at us. And they could be very accurate. There was one gunner known as "dead eye Dick" who used to have a 40mm operating north of Wewak. He was a bloody good shot and he caused a lot of trouble. Didn't shoot at us often, but when he did he usually hit what he was aiming at. We tried to find him and knock him out but he kept shifting positions. I don't think we ever got him.
Author: You mentioned that the anti-aircraft guns on Muschu were also very accurate?
Ron Smith: Yes. No one was quite sure how many weapons they had there. Intelligence was always revising their estimates, but it seems they had a lot of 20 and 30mm automatic weapons scattered around the island along with some larger caliber AA guns. We lost several Beauforts and Beaufighters to them. The Americans also had a couple of Mitchells shot down over the island. Kairaru to the north also had a lot of AA weapons and a seaplane base there. So we tried to avoid flying over both islands if possible.
Author: Did you ever see any Japanese fighters during that period?
Ron Smith: I never encountered any. By mid 1944, we'd just about knocked out all their airfields and fuel supplies. By the end of 1944, what fighters they'd managed to hide from us were unserviceable due to lack of spares and deterioration caused by the wet climate. They'd occasionally sneak in and out using transport or bomber aircraft at night, but we had total air superiority and the Japanese fighters couldn't operate. By then the Zero had lost its supremacy and had become relatively easy meat for an experienced pilot.
Author: You also flew a lot of army ground support missions?
Ron Smith: Yes, mainly in the Torricelli Mountain ranges. It was very difficult flying. Steep valleys, low cloud and bad weather. We'd often work with Boomerangs that would do the target marking. They were another aircraft that did great work but received little recognition. It was a tough little aircraft adapted from the Wirraway trainer.

They pioneered forward air controller techniques that are used today. Unfortunately much of this experience was later ignored by the air force hierarchy who wanted to concentrate on the so called “big picture” of continental defence.
Author: After the end of the war you left the air force for a while, but rejoined later?
Ron Smith: I tried to rejoin the air force at the beginning of the Korean War – they were recruiting pilots with multi engine experience, but again I ran into a wall of red tape. My records had been lost and despite support by several senior officers who vouched for my experience, the system just wouldn’t budge. As far as the bureaucrats were concerned I hadn’t complete my conversion to Beauforts – remember I was on the conversion course at war’s end. According to the records all I’d done was basic flight training, then done a twin engine conversion to Oxfords and part of the course to convert to Beauforts. The fact I’d flown for over a year on operations in Beauforts and Beaufighters was to them irrelevant. They ignored my log books and the affidavits from my former commanding officers and told me I’d be considered pending a search of “official” records.
Author: Seems ridiculous to me.
Ron Smith: The problem was that after WW2 all the forces went through a period where the government cut back on funding, too much I believe. Manpower was slashed and the result was that many personnel records were temporarily stored in warehouses around
Author: So you joined the army instead?
Ron Smith: I went to
Author: When you returned you remained in the army? Why?
Ron Smith: It was because of a series of chance meetings during my tour in
The work these aircraft were doing went beyond just artillery spotting. They were involved in reconnaissance, radio relay, supply dropping and even casualty evacuation. In many ways they were rediscovering how to use aircraft in war – apart from the obvious armed roles. Ironically what they were doing was re-learning many of the lessons discovered during WW1 about using of aircraft to support the troops on the ground. Many of these lessons were also relearned in WW2 – where similar aircraft were also used for artillery spotting and casualty evacuation.
Author: This habit of forgetting the past seems very common in the forces these days?
Ron Smith: Unfortunately it is. I remember thinking back then - “This is ridiculous, here we are forty years later learning the same lessons again.” But that’s what’s destined to happen if people refuse to study history. It’s become very trendy in society today to claim “we must not dwell on the past and we must move forward”. What they forget is without knowing where you’ve been you can’t plan for the future. Unfortunately the current hierarchy has caught this disease and has tended not to examine the past as it once did. There’s a belief that because we now live in a high tech world that the past is no longer relevant. Back during the Korean War this attitude was just starting to take hold – but there were a few who’d learned the lessons of the last war and tried to benefit from it.

The Australian Army needed its own air wing, that was obvious. To many army officers it was a radical idea – and there were some senior Army officers who were dead against it – not to mention the RAAF who later went out of their way to try and stop it from happening. But I shouldn’t be too hard on them, there were some very astute RAAF officers who understood the ground war and realized the advantages aircraft could be to the army. They also understood that for some roles it would be best for the army to own and operate their own aircraft. Unfortunately though there were too many who believed that allowing this to happen would threaten their own empires. Not surprisingly these officers were mostly those who’d either never seen action or if they had, hadn’t been involved in supporting the ground battle.
Author: But it eventually happened?
Ron Smith: Yes. After
Author: You paid for fuel yourselves?
Ron Smith: Yes, but that’s another story the current generation prefers not to hear. It wasn’t until the Vietnam war that Army Aviation really proved its worth. One day I’ll tell the entire story. A lot of people will be running for cover I assure you.
Author: I’ll look forward to reading it. Thanks Ron
End
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