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Here the Sunlight Did Not Fall

The terrain of a war-stricken region has a major effect on the soldiers fighting there and on the type of battle.  On Peleliu and Tarawa, for instance, the hardness of the coral rock made trench-digging nearly impossible.  Soldiers found it difficult to defilade themselves when they came under fire.  However, jungle fighting was an experience unique unto itself.  The resistance to penetration and the sense of entrapment, combined with all kinds of physical hazards and discomforts, made the jungle an almost intolerable combat environment.  In fact, the jungle’s threats were sometimes superior to the dangers of battle.  Self-preservation was automatically pushed to the maximum.  The jungle’s extreme environment changed the way soldiers lived and fought in the Pacific during World War II.


The immediate sense of plunging into the jungle is incredible and overpowering and cannot be adequately described (Manchester 112).  Part of this sensation derives from the jungle growth being so impenetrable that forward movement is all but restricted.  The dense vegetation forms “a wall of . . . meaty green leaves . . . with hardly a minute opening anywhere between them.”  Soldiers stepping through the wall are “as suddenly and completely cut off from the bivouac and the company as if they had closed a door between two rooms . . . [and find] themselves enveloped in a deep gloom” (Jones 61, 62).  William Manchester also gives a telling description of the enormity of the experience of entering the jungle:  

I plunge into the wild verdure, . . . struggling through festoons of vines and the bramble hooks of creepers which . . . ensnarl me, again and again, while I wade between soaring kanari trees overgrown with vines and moss. . . . . The luxuriant, entangled undergrowth is both pestilential and sinister, . . .  [and I am steered] away from the quicksands of a herbaceous swamp.  The heat is unbelievable. . . . You have the feeling that everything around you is growing rapidly, with a savage violence. (Manchester 113-114)

There is a huge difference between being slightly inside the jungle and slightly out, but upon entering it, a very stifling and mysterious sensation dominates.  It is this idea of a powerful natural force, coupled with the imposing physical enclosure, that creates feelings of total isolation.  Indeed, the jungle “seems too strong ever to be threatened by man” (228).


Fear arises from the sense that the jungle is utterly uncontrollable, that the person entering it is powerless to the strong will of nature.  Those who push a thousand yards into the jungle without a compass are likely to die since they almost inevitably become disoriented and cannot return.  Manchester claims this largely explains why “the mention of the southwest Pacific [causes] men who fought there to shudder” (112).  The wild jungle, then, is clearly Nature’s kingdom—it is an uncivilized “verdure” that “[makes] civilized men . . . fearful” (Jones 62).  Imagination easily conjures up convincing fears, such as being stalked and pounced on by evil animals (Manchester 115).  Fear of the jungle develops even before the soldier experiences any serious hardship or pain.


The multitude of dangers from the physical terrain further validates people’s fears.  Bataan, for instance, has cliffs which cannot be climbed and rivers too treacherous to cross.  Underneath screens of greenery lie “fibrous undergrowth and alang grass inhabited by pythons.  In the early months of the year, when the battle was fought, rain poured down almost steadily.  The water was contaminated” (75).  Jungles on other islands had swamps, slippery ravines, quagmires, and landslides with falling rock.  Everywhere loomed certain physical threats which could be deadly.  Animals and vegetation were hazardous, too, and sometimes poisonous.  On Guadalcanal, soldiers encountered snakes, crocodiles, scorpions, tree leeches, and huge wasps and spiders.  Sometimes merging with the jungle, thick, enveloping kunai grass might cut open a soldier’s hand (192).  Falling trees presented problems in New Guinea:  a hundred Marines died beneath huge kanaris at Cape Gloucester (117).


Illness was another severe danger.  In such a wet, humid environment, mosquitoes carrying diseases were abundant.  Troops on Bataan succumbed to “malaria, smallpox, dysentery, hookworm, dengue fever, and pellagra” (73).  In New Guinea, Japanese soldiers suffered from dysentery and scrub typhus while their American counterparts had dysentery, dengue fever, jungle rot, and malaria (136, 138).  Virulent fungus was present, too (218).  The terrible stench of rotting mud and vegetation gave evidence of the seething jungle scourge.  The jungle bred much pestilence and disease which greatly reduced the fighting capacities of the soldiers. In addition, illness caused by starvation or lack of water occurred frequently whenever supplies were scarce.  The jungle may have been rich with life, but it could not support soldiers unfamiliar with the available resources.  Since men in the thickest parts of the jungle were completely isolated, becoming ill there without nearby assistance was an increased hazard.

The jungle exaggerated the climate conditions, too.  Land in the tropics was steamy and humid, but the jungle was even more so because the contained air stagnated.  The effect was that sweat could not evaporate into the air, so the soldiers remained in their soiled, soggy uniforms in oppressive discomfort.  Jones eloquently describes the suffering soldiers endured from the climate:  

Here where the sea breeze of the beach could not reach them, the moist humidity was so overpowering, and hung in the air so heavily, that it seemed more like a material object than a weather condition.  It brought the sweat starting from every pore at the slightest exertion.  And unable to evaporate in it, this sweat ran down over their bodies soaking everything to saturation.  When it had saturated their clothing, it ran down to their shoes, filling them, so that they sloshed along in their own sweat as if they had just come out of wading a river. . . . There was so much water in the heavy, hanging air that the marching men had to gasp for breath, and then got very little oxygen or relief for their extra exertion. (Jones 49)  

At high altitudes, though, the temperature could become extremely cold, which was even worse for wet, tired soldiers.  The climate seemed merciless to those within the jungle.


When the environmental stress of the intense jungle was added to the pressure of combat, soldiers found they were fighting in a completely different way—the type of battle changed dramatically.  Gone were the rows of trenches and the obliterated no-man’s-land regions cleared by mortars.  The trees became the objects behind which to hide.  Single men or groups (among trees or in the canopy) could potentially kill more people by guerilla warfare along jungle trails than they could fighting in trenches, especially when the difficult terrain slowed down the advancing enemy.  Similarly, lookouts on troop movement could go unnoticed for years:  “During the war [in New Guinea] infantrymen sat between the buttresses of banyan roots and watched Japanese patrols passing within eight feet.  Unless Japs stumbled over them, they were quite safe” (Manchester 113).  However, the possibility of concealment could be disadvantageous to the American troops, who did not wear camouflaged clothing as the Japanese troops did (134).  Native guides who accompanied the soldiers proved an invaluable asset.  In New Guinea, Papuans had “the gift of telling, from the snap of a twig, whether an intruder was an animal or a Jap” (113).  Armies were forced to progress sluggishly and carefully.  Even without any opposing fire, American soldiers marching single file in the jungle of Guadalcanal had difficulty advancing only 400 yards per day (205).  Assaulting Japanese troops had an even worse problem at one point of the Guadalcanal battle, as Major General Kiyotake Kawaguchi attested:  “‘because of the devilish jungle, the brigade was scattered all over and completely beyond control.  In my whole life I have never felt so helpless’” (227).  As the battle wore on, starving Japanese soldiers, infested by disease, were forced to retreat back into the dense rainforest.  By then, they had “run out of food . . . They fed on roots, leaves, and grass;  they tore bark from trees;  they chewed their leather rifle straps, and some, delirious, raved or stumbled into the swamps to die” (228-229).  Clearly, the jungle played a major role affecting the ways soldiers could fight.


Some of the most horrifying jungle experiences took place along the Kokoda Trail in the southeast corner of Papua New Guinea.  Reports came to the Allies that the Japanese were taking the trail in order to capture Port Moresby at the other end, but the warning seemed so absurd to the Allies (because of the impossible terrain) that it was dismissed (98).  Nevertheless, crack Japanese troops faced the immense challenge.  Gradually, they hacked through the terrain:

The steep, slippery, root-tangled path, flanked by seven-foot-tall blades of kunai grass, was drenched by torrential downpours.  The few plateaus were fields of reeking mud.  The very air savored of rot and stink lilies.  The track was the width of a slim man’s shoulders;  at places, such as the cold, 2700-foot “Gap” in the Owen Stanleys, it ceased, in effect, to exist. . . . Even if successful, an army would have to advance single file.  Then there were the rivers. (134)

It took weeks for the Japanese to reach the Allied troops seventy-eight miles away (131).  Throughout the journey, men who became too exhausted and collapsed often died within minutes (134).  The two forces clashed violently, but the Allies were eventually able to repulse the Japanese and push them back through the trail the way they had come.  Now the Allied troops found out what it meant to plod through the jungle:  “One battalion took seventeen hours to hack its way through a third of a mile, all the time under such heavy fire that the mud was bloodstained along its entire length” (132).  While the American and Australian troops had poor weapons, insufficient rations, and no tents, the Japanese, whose “blood-stained uniforms [were] torn to pieces,” resorted to cannibalism under extreme hardship (136-138).  Almost anyone who survived the war along the Kokoda Trail would agree with Samuel Eliot Morrison that it was among “‘the nastiest fighting in the world’” (133). 


After fighting in the Pacific jungle, soldiers showed obvious signs of their suffering.  Sledge noted that the Gloucester veterans he joined up with “were in poor physical condition after the wettest campaign in World War II . . . I was appalled at their condition:  most were thin, some emaciated, with jungle rot in their armpits and on their ankles and wrists.  At sick call they . . . stood naked in the grove and painted each other’s sores” (Sledge 32).  Sadly, these troops were not given ample time to recover from the jungle’s adverse effect.  Sometimes, they would hear sounds reminiscent of the jungle and freeze in their tracks—mentally, they had not unwinded before they were sent on their next mission.  A veteran now fighting in a treeless area on Peleliu admitted to Sledge during combat, “I must be crackin’ up, Sledgehammer.  Them slugs sound just like they did in the jungle at Gloucester, and I figured they were hittin’ leaves” (61).  On Guadalcanal, troops were terrified by land crabs, whose scuttling noise was the same as that made by infiltrating Japanese soldiers (Manchester 192).  The effect of the jungle was so tremendous that its physical and psychological impact did not really wear off when soldiers were removed from it.  Unconsciously, the veterans still could not escape the jungle’s torment.


The environment of the Pacific jungle dominated the way warfare took place within it during the second world war.  Besides the regular ordeal of battle, soldiers were strongly affected by the strain of the jungle.  They had psychological fears of isolation and being hemmed in, trapped by the immense jungle growth, and they also had fears of physical injury, malnutrition, disease, and dangerous animals or plants.  The jungle also made possible—and necessary—different tactical techniques from those used in other landscapes.  Ambushes and guerilla warfare became constant threats to both sides;  likewise, both parties had the advantage of concealment.  Reconnaissance and spying had more possibilities, too.  Although troops often could only march single file in places such as the Kokoda Trail and Guadalcanal, a battle in the jungle might permanently separate soldiers from one another.  The jungle environment was extreme and relentless until the soldier escaped from its confines.  Amazingly, many Allied soldiers were able to withstand the strain of the jungle and maintain their morale.  It was unfortunate that others who died were not given the chance.  Ultimately, the jungle had the final say on the framework of battle.  Since the jungle could not be beaten, it was important to “let the jungle beat the Japs” (136, quote from Sir Thomas Blamey, an Australian general).
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