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BATTLE OF KOKODA — SEVENTY-FIFTH ANNIVERSARY — 39TH BATTALION 

Statement 

HON PIERRE YANG (South Metropolitan) [5.51 pm]: Seventy-five years ago today was the Battle of Kokoda 
when the Australian forces retook the township of Kokoda. The Japanese Imperial Army landed near Gona in 
Papua New Guinea on 21 July 1942. Australia was under attack. This was the first time that an Australian territory 
was invaded by a foreign armed force. To commemorate this historic day, I want to pay a special tribute to the 
39th Battalion, the Australian infantry unit that took the full brunt of the Japanese invasion. 

The 39th Battalion was raised in 1941 to defend Australia and it was deployed in Papua New Guinea at the end of 
that year. In today’s terms, it was an Army Reserve unit. Unfortunately, the soldiers received very little training 
prior to their deployment. However, as history unfolded, we witnessed their bravery and heroism in their efforts 
defending Australia. After landing, the Japanese Imperial Army moved quickly towards Kokoda and, on 
26 July 1942, it arrived in Oivi. B Company of the 39th Battalion was operating in that area to delay the enemy 
and, during operation, the officer commanding, Captain Sam Templeton, was killed in action. As the Japanese 
continued to advance, the first Battle of Kokoda broke out on 28 and 29 July 1942. B Company defended the 
position. Despite being heavily surrounded by the Japanese Imperial Army, under-trained and under-armed, it 
fought as hard as it could and even resorted to hand-to-hand combat. To its credit, it was able to stop the seemingly 
unstoppable Japanese Imperial Army, which pushed all the way from the Manchurian region in China, swept 
through South-East Asia and landed in Papua New Guinea. That was the first time that the Japanese Imperial Army 
was stopped. B Company men from the 39th Battalion were very brave. However, there was a heavy toll on the 
company. Many men were killed and more were wounded. Even the commanding officer of 39th Battalion, 
Lieutenant Colonel William Owen, was killed in action. B Company withdrew to a township south of Kokoda and 
were relieved. Unfortunately, the men from B Company were sent back in disgrace because of the mistaken belief 
that they were running away from the Japanese. 

On 9 August, the rest of the 39th Battalion moved forward and launched a counterattack at Kokoda. Despite some 
tactical success and securing one side of the airfield, the Japanese were on the other side and it could not secure 
the whole airstrip. Therefore, reinforcement and resupply could not be provided by air and, after two days of 
intense fighting, the battalion had to withdraw. At this point, Lieutenant Colonel Ralph Honner came to take 
control of the 39th Battalion. When he arrived, he saw a severely depleted force due to tropical disease and heavy 
fighting and the battalion being heavily outnumbered by the Japanese. Under his leadership, the 39th Battalion 
continued the fighting withdrawal, and fought until it was relieved in September 1942. Its heroism and bravery are 
now well documented in documentary films, movies and books. As a reserve force with little military training 
prior to deployment, the soldiers had successfully done the job that Australia asked them to do. They halted the 
unstoppable Japanese Imperial Army, and I would argue that that was the turning point of World War II in the 
Asia–Pacific theatre. Again, there was some mistaken belief that the 39th Battalion did not do a good job as soldiers. 
Lieutenant Colonel Honner respected his men and fought for the opportunity for them to demonstrate their bravery. 
They were given the task of the final battle of the Kokoda campaign. They fought in the assault on Gona, and 
eventually captured it, after heavy casualties. Lieutenant Colonel Honner famously said, “Gona’s Gone.” After 
that campaign, the 39th Battalion returned to Australia and was later disbanded. 

A total of 1 666 men served in the 39th Battalion as officers and soldiers, and there were a total of 403 combat 
casualties, including its former commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel William Owen. There were 206 wounded 
in action. With heavy fighting and also tropical disease, at one stage the 39th Battalion was able to deploy only 
seven officers and 25 men in its muster roll. For their service, members of the 39th Battalion received two MBEs, 
one Distinguished Service Order, four Distinguished Conduct Medals, seven Military Crosses, 10 Military Medals 
and one United States Distinguished Service Cross, and 11 were mentioned in dispatches. The 39th Battalion 
received eight battle honours, and it was the only Australian unit to receive the “Kokoda Trail” battle honour. 

In 2006, in honour of the soldiers and officers who served in the 39th Battalion, the Australian Army raised another 
39th Battalion. It was named, at that stage, the 39th Personnel Support Battalion, and it is now known as the 
39th Operational Support Battalion. This battalion provides force preparation training and support for ADF 
members going on deployment. It was a lesson learned, and the Australian Army will never send any of its men 
overseas without proper training and preparation. The 39th Battalion served Australia well and it is fitting that on 
this historic day we pay our respects to the soldiers and officers who made the ultimate sacrifice for Australia and 
its people. I would like to conclude my remarks with the Remembrance Ode — 

They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old: 
Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn. 
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At the going down of the sun and in the morning, 
We will remember them. 
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