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Front Cover (main image of Sam): Studio portrait of Lieutenant Sam Templeton prior to leaving for New Guinea (courtesy Reg Templeton).


Front image left: Some members of D Company, 39th Battalion, returning to their base camp after a battle at Isurava. Right to left: Warrant Officer 2 R. Marsh, Private (Pte) G. Palmer, Pte J. Manol, Pte J. Tonkins, Pte Arnold William Forrester and Gallipoli veteran Staff Sergeant J. Long. Their shoes sink deep in the mud on the hilly jungle track (AWM 013288).


Front image right: Papua and New Guinea, September 1942: 25-pounder guns of B Troop, 14th Field Regiment, Royal Australian Artillery, being pulled through dense jungle in the vicinity of Uberi on the Kokoda Trail (AWM 026855).


Back Cover: Eora Creek running through Templeton’s Crossing campsite on the Kokoda Track (author’s collection).
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For the men of B Company
39th Australian Infantry Battalion
and for Reg Templeton




Within the well-kept grounds of the Bomana War Cemetery in Port Moresby, Papua New Guinea sit the headstones of over 3500 graves. Some bear the name of the occupant, their final resting place, and perhaps a statement about that individual’s service and sacrifice. However, some 600 Australian souls lost during the Papuan campaigns of 1942 have no known grave or final resting place; nowhere for family or loved ones to make a pilgrimage, lay a flower, or to mourn the loss of what was and what could have been. One of those souls is Captain Sam Templeton.


A small and picturesque campsite nestled alongside Eora Creek on the Kokoda Track bears his name; Templeton’s Crossing was a tribute given by the architect of Kokoda, Bert Kienzle, to the gallant leader of B Company, 39th Australian Infantry Battalion. Templeton’s part in the opening stages of the Kokoda campaign, along with the mystery of both the man and his disappearance, have become legend. Herein lies his story.




Foreword


The story and fate of Captain Sam Templeton is shrouded in mystery, and it is very hard to piece together the truth. David Howell has done a wonderful job bringing together the story to the best of his abilities, and it goes a long way to capture the man and his love for his family and his unit. It is the story of loyalty to the end and ultimate devotion to duty. The Sam Templeton story is just one of many amongst the rich, but short-lived World War II history of the 39th Australian Infantry Battalion (Militia) over the period of 1941 to 1943. As Commanding Officer of the modern 39th Battalion (39th Operational Support Battalion), we use these stories to keep the legacy and the links alive, learning from the past to prepare for the future.


I first came to meet David Howell when preparing to traverse the Kokoda Track with members of the modern battalion for the 80th Anniversary of the Battle for Kokoda in 2022. David is a Life Member of the 39th Australian Infantry Battalion (1941-1943) Association and maintains close ties with the Templeton family and descendants of the original servicemen who served at Kokoda. He knew Lieutenant Alan ‘Kanga’ Moore, who passed away in 2021 and whose ashes we took across the track with David Howell’s trekking company Kokoda Historical, holding a service at Isurava to lay Alan to rest with his mates who never came home. Through David Howell’s actions, he does an amazing job to keep the legacy of the 39th Battalion alive, and this book continues his efforts in this regard.


Even if some of the truth or the facts have been lost or obscured due to the passing of time or disruption of war in the latter stages of World War II, the Sam Templeton story demonstrates the likelihood that, through his actions, Sam seeded doubt into the minds of the Japanese commanders. This doubt possibly led to a slow and cautious advance on Kokoda and could have re-directed resources from other parts of the Southwest Pacific, which bought time for Australia and the arrival of re-deploying Australian Imperial Force (AIF) troops from North Africa. Without this, the Kokoda Campaign may have been very different; the iconic battles of Isurava and Brigade Hill might not have had the blunting effect in slowing the Imperial Japanese Army advance on Port Moresby.


In short, I commend this book to those who want to understand the story of Captain Sam Templeton, the man he was and how this likely shaped his actions in those last moments of his life to do all he could to save those with whom he served. To David Howell, well done and thank you on behalf of the modern 39th Battalion, the Association, and the Templeton family for keeping this story alive.


Dave Ready


Lieutenant Colonel


Commanding Officer 2022-2023


39th Operational Support Battalion


Isurava Lines, Randwick


‘The modern 39th Battalion’




Prologue


Rabaul, Papua New Guinea, Saturday 1 August 1942. The commander of the Nankai Shitai (South Seas Force), Major-General Tomitarō Horii, makes his way along a frangipani-lined concrete path to Japanese 17th Army Headquarters. He is about to present himself to the chief of staff for the second time in as many days. Under his left arm he is holding a leather satchel containing the latest intelligence report from the Yokoyama Advance Butai (Force).


Horii pauses as an aide opens the office door and announces his arrival. He marches a few more paces, halts and bows with heels together. Behind the large wooden desk to Horii’s front sits the 17th Army Chief of Staff, Major-General Akisaburo Futami. Horii fumbles with the latch on his satchel, then removes a sheet of paper and hands it to Futami:


YOKOYAMA ADVANCE TAI REPORT


According to PsW, an Australian Capt and a private, there are about 1,000 enemy troops at KOKODA led by a Colonel, who arrived over ten days ago. MORESBY is guarded by a force of 20,000 men, made up of Americans, Australians and Indians commanded by Gen Morris. The KOKODA Gar Tai gradually retreated to the STANLEY RANGE and is now occupying a cliff. They are going to resist. It is reported that there are about 500–600 native troops commanded by a white officer near the MAMBARE River.1


After glancing at the paper, Futami enquires as to whether Horii has the confidence to defeat an enemy of 20,000. Horii replied that confidence was not the issue, as they had been ordered to mobilise. Rather, he [Horii] enquired if the strength of the units at the front line would be sufficient and expressed his disinclination by pointing out the losses they would suffer in the Kumusi River between Buna and Kokoda. Futami, already aware of the report, replies: ‘You are grossly overestimating the actual strength of the enemy.’2


Over 700 kilometres away in the low country of the Papuan jungle, near the village of Oivi, Captain Sam Templeton lay dead. The Yokoyama Advance Butai had caught up to him only a few days earlier. The first Australian officer captured by the Japanese in the Kokoda campaign; Templeton was interrogated by his captors before being executed on the battlefield.
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Born of Empire


Belfast, by the turn of the 20th century, was the most prosperous city in Ireland and one of the most industrial in the British Empire. While in other Irish cities, wealth was tied to trade, land ownership and hereditary title, Belfast offered something more – employment and prosperity through the advent of industry. Flax, the raw material used in the production of linen, which was grown extensively in the northern half of the country, fast became the vanguard of industrial growth and change in Ireland. Linen produced in Belfast accounted for as much as 56 per cent of the country’s total exports at the beginning of the 19th century.1


Belfast’s economy began to expand, and the linen trade became a global concern. Associated with this expansion was the growth in the building of ships in Belfast. Strong ties with powerful shipping interests across the Irish Sea in Liverpool were also instrumental in the early development of the iron shipyard. By the mid-1800s, local shipbuilder Robert Hickson had managed to construct eight vessels at the yards, predominantly for Liverpool owners. Experiencing financial difficulties by the end of 1854, Hickson had appointed a new manager, Edward James Harland.2


Harland’s influence on the future of the Belfast industry was decisive. He and his personal assistant, Gustav Wolff, bought Hickson’s interest in the Queen’s Island shipyard in 1861 and went on to establish Harland and Wolff Heavy Industries. Harland and Wolff expanded rapidly and by the end of the first decade of the 20th century, the company was responsible for employing around 9500 people in its shipyard and engine works. It became the single largest shipyard in the world at the time.3


With industry came people. The rest of Ireland had in the preceding 50 years witnessed a decline in population, owing to famine and emigration; however, Belfast was expanding.4 The once small 17th-century town laid out for English and Scottish settlers was now the fastest growing urban area within the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. However, it was not just population and industry thriving in Belfast. The political and religious divide also prospered. The Catholics stuck together in the south-west of the city while the Protestants controlled the rest.


* * *


Against this colourful backdrop of Irish history, Thomas Templeton married Elizabeth (Lizzie) Geeron from County Wicklow on 23 February 1897 at the First Presbyterian Church in Carrickfergus.5 The two settled down in the Shankill Parish area, in a small terrace house located at 47 Southport St on the northwest side of Belfast. Within a year of marriage, they welcomed their first child into the world: a baby boy, proudly named Thomas after his father. He was born on 1 February 1898.6


The Shankill was a far cry from the wealthy streets of Royal Avenue in Belfast’s city centre. Instead, this area of Belfast was crammed with row after row of tightly packed Victorian terrace houses interspersed with a public house or shop, a national school building, or the wall of a small factory yard. The narrow cobblestone streets were as devoid of trees as they were of light. Shoeless children, often with dirt-stained faces, played outside on cold pavements wearing a vast array of ill-fitting hand-me-down clothing. The entire area was a slum, with many families in varying states of employment.
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Children playing in the slums of Belfast in the Boundary Street area, circa 1912 (PRONI Ref: LA/7/8/HF/3/52).





Although there was work in Belfast, unskilled labour was not in high demand, so employment was not always guaranteed. Many families lived hand-to-mouth, a week or two of missed wages was all it took to become destitute. With poverty came sickness and disease such as scarlet fever and tuberculosis, both of which were ever present in the working-class suburbs of Northern Ireland. Indeed, the Templetons did not escape such dangers. Although the cause of death is unknown, young Thomas only lived for three days, dying on 4 February 1898.7 Sadly, this was not the only child of Thomas and Lizzie’s to die in infancy. Mary Eleanor Templeton was born on 26 March the following year. Mary’s exact date of death is not known, but she did not live long enough to be recorded on the 1901 Irish census.
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Sam Templeton’s parents Thomas and Lizzie with baby, believed to be Annie (courtesy Reg Templeton).





Nonetheless, the Templetons persevered with having a family. As the Victorian era made way to the Edwardian, Thomas and Lizzie welcomed their third child into the world. Victor (Sam) was born on 28 January 1901. Over the next decade, the Templetons had four more children: Winifred Ann (Annie) in 1902, Thomas Alfred in 1905, William (Bill) in 1907 and Gertrude in 1912.8


* * *


For the Protestant Templeton family, their place of worship was the Crumlin Road Presbyterian Church located on the main road that cuts through the city centre. It was here that Victor was confirmed with the name of Samuel (Sam) Victor Templeton,9 perhaps named in honour of Thomas’ older brother. Situated behind the Crumlin Road church was the Tenant Street National School. Primary education arrived in Ireland in 1831; this meant children at least had a chance to attend some form of schooling free of charge. A newly established National Board of Education was funded by government grants which catered for the building of schools and payment of teacher’s wages. Although any denominations in theory could attend a national school, the Tenant Street National School had originally been Presbyterian and remained so at the time Sam and his siblings attended.


* * *


Thomas worked as a ship’s cabinetmaker for Harland and Wolff, and according to family folklore, one of his jobs was fitting out the interior of the RMS Titanic. By the time the 1911 Irish census was taken, Thomas’ hard work was paying off. The family now lived in a slightly bigger house at 1 Newport Rd, off Minor St in Belfast. The family were also able to take small holidays. Many years later, Sam recalled to his son Reg, his fond memories of making trips to see his maternal grandparents at Islandmagee in Country Antrim. By all accounts, Thomas and Lizzie were kind and caring towards Sam and his siblings. Indeed, the first decade of Sam Templeton’s life was relatively uneventful compared with the turmoil that Ireland was about to go through.


* * *


On a mild September morning in 1912, the shipyards and factories of Belfast fell silent. An almost religious fervour descended on the city. Workers had the day off, allowing them to attend special church services before making their way into the city centre. Services across Belfast were held with congregations singing hymns including ‘O God, Our Help in Ages Past’. On this day, Templeton was about to witness history being made.


Earlier in April 1912, the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom and Ireland, H.H. Asquith, had introduced a bill to the House of Commons proposing to enable Ireland to create its own bicameral Irish Parliament, in Dublin. Two years prior, Asquith’s Liberal government had been embroiled in a constitutional crisis. The House of Lords had rejected a controversial Finance Bill, known as the People’s Budget.10 So, in 1910 two general elections took place, the latter leaving the Liberal and Conservatives equally matched. The balance of power was held by the Irish Parliamentary Party led by John Redmond, who had long campaigned for Irish home rule. He pledged his party’s support to the Liberals in return for backing Ireland having self-government. Asquith agreed, and as a result introduced the Third Home Rule Bill.11


* * *


Unionists in Ulster, particularly those in the strong Protestant counties of Antrim, Armagh, Down and Londonderry, were strongly opposed to Ireland being governed from a Catholic-dominated parliament in Dublin. Their frustration soon turned to hostility, and they began to form local militias, which turned into the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF). All vowed to resist any attempt by the British Parliament to impose Irish home rule. Ulster Scots businessman and politician James Sinclair penned Ulster’s Solemn League and Covenant. The Covenant had two parts: the Covenant itself to be signed by men and the Declaration to be signed by women. The Covenant for men read:


BEING CONVINCED in our consciences that Home Rule would be disastrous to the material well-being of Ulster as well as of the whole of Ireland, subversive of our civil and religious freedom, destructive of our citizenship, and perilous to the unity of the Empire, we, whose names are underwritten, men of Ulster, loyal subjects of His Gracious Majesty King George V., humbly relying on the God whom our fathers in days of stress and trial confidently trusted, do hereby pledge ourselves in solemn Covenant, throughout this our time of threatened calamity, to stand by one another in defending, for ourselves and our children, our cherished position of equal citizenship in the United Kingdom, and in using all means which may be found necessary to defeat the present conspiracy to set up a Home Rule Parliament in Ireland. And in the event of such a Parliament being forced upon us, we further solemnly and mutually pledge ourselves to refuse to recognise its authority. In sure confidence that God will defend the right, we hereto subscribe our names. And further, we individually declare that we have not already signed this Covenant.12


Crowds numbering well over 100,000 gathered outside Belfast City Hall. Some waved flags while others pushed and shoved their way forward as they vied for a spot on the base of Queen Victoria’s statue. Hundreds of men drawn from the Orange Lodges and Unionist Clubs acted as marshals, holding back swelling seas of people.


At the entrance of City Hall stood the Lord Mayor, who was greeted by the leader of the Irish Unionist Alliance, Sir Edward Carson. The crowds erupted with cheers as Carson walked inside to a waiting circular table draped in a Union flag. With a silver pen, the square-jawed Carson was the first to place his mark upon the Covenant. The Lord Mayor and other dignitaries quickly followed.


Throughout the day and until 11pm, men filed through 400 to 500 at a time to place their signatures on the Covenant. Down the road at the Ulster Hall, women signed the Declaration. In all, nearly half a million signatures were collected. Two of those signatures were Sam’s parents’, Thomas and Lizzie.13 As Edward Carson’s boat pulled out of the quay to return to Liverpool, the roaring crowds sang ‘Rule Britannia’ and ‘God Save the King’.
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For king and country


With the outbreak of World War I in August 1914, Ireland was still in the depths of political upheaval. The Home Rule Bill had become the Government of Ireland Act 1914. However, the outbreak of war meant that while the Act had finally passed and was on the statute books, it was suspended for the duration of the war.1 The build-up of armed militias both for and against home rule proved a timely circuit breaker. For many men in Ireland, there was certainly a strong will to volunteer for service in the British Army.


Many thousands joined existing Irish regiments, although it must be noted that Irish republicans opposed participating with the British in the war. In total, upwards of 200,000 Irishmen would serve in the British army, and around 6000 Irishmen, including Sam, saw service in the Royal Navy.2 Unsurprisingly, men from Northern Ireland had a higher representation rate among volunteers, and of those men, it was more likely that Protestants would volunteer rather than Catholics.3


* * *


Sam was only 13 in 1914, and although no record can be located as to when he finished his schooling, it is most probable that he was still a student at the outbreak of war. No doubt like many other adolescent boys of his generation, he would have been eager to join up, although he would have to wait until near war’s end before finally being in uniform. In the meantime, Sam and the rest of Belfast eagerly awaited news in the daily papers of how the war was progressing. According to family accounts Sam had a keen interest in all things naval, perhaps originating from his father’s work at the shipyards. The evening papers of 7 May 1915 brought the news that the German submarine U-20 had sunk the United States cruise liner Lusitania off the west coast of Ireland, resulting in the death of almost 2000 civilians, many being women and children. Undoubtedly, this would have had a huge impact on Sam and in part may have cemented in his mind the idea to join the Royal Navy.


* * *


A couple of months before the ghastly reality of the Somme had reverberated across the English Channel, Irish republicans, particularly the Irish Republican Brotherhood, launched an armed insurrection against the British on 24 April 1916. Irish Volunteers, the predecessors of the Irish Republican Army (IRA), seized key infrastructure in Dublin, particularly the General Post Office (GPO) building, and announced the formation of an Irish Republic.4 It is worth noting that many men of the AIF who were in Dublin at the time took up arms against the republicans, including Private Michael John McHugh of the 9th Battalion AIF, who from the rooftop of Trinity College, shot and killed a Sinn Féin dispatch rider in the opening stage of the uprising.


There were further sympathetic revolts in other towns including several attacks on British assets across Ireland. The Royal Irish Constabulary was a particular target of the republicans. However, the superiority of British weaponry, particularly artillery, meant that within five days the rebels had surrendered. The rebel leaders were executed by the British government and many thousands of Irish citizens were imprisoned and interred. Almost 500 people from both sides were killed in the uprising. Although it was a tactical defeat for the republican movement, the uprising and subsequent British repression had the effect of galvanising the Irish people and increased popular support for Irish independence from Great Britain. Events would come to a head as World War I neared its end.


* * *


On 25 April 1918, Sam volunteered for the Royal Naval Reserve (RNR). He was now 17 years of age. His service record indicates that on enlistment, he was of sallow complexion, 5 feet, 5½ inches tall, sporting a 35-inch chest, green eyes, and a brown birthmark as a distinguishing feature. He was allocated the service number 2004 and left Ireland for mainland UK to undertake training. First stationed at HMS Vivid III, a shore-based establishment in Devonport, Plymouth, it was here Sam undertook his basic training and was assigned the rank of signal boy.5
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Sam Templeton in naval uniform (standing top left) with two unknown sailors (courtesy Reg Templeton).





On completing his initial training in September 1918, Sam was posted to HMS Queen, a London class, pre-dreadnought battleship which had served throughout the war. Queen was originally part of the 5th Battle Squadron of the Channel Fleet and had, prior to the Dardanelles campaign, participated in bombarding German Army forces along the Belgium coast. In 1915, Queen had covered the right flank at Anzac in support of Australian and New Zealand troops landing at Gallipoli.


However, by the time Sam had joined his new ship it was 9 September 1918, Queen had been refitted as a depot vessel, stationed in Taranto, Italy. Here she formed part of the Otranto Barrage, an Allied naval blockade in the Otranto straits on the Greek side of the Adriatic Sea. Queen had been divested of most of her armaments which had been turned over to the Italian Army.6 Nonetheless, Sam was on active war service with the rank of deck hand. The blockade was set up to prevent the Austro-Hungarian Navy from escaping into the Mediterranean. Although the last attempted breakout by the enemy happened several months prior to Sam arriving, there was still a real danger of enemy submarine action.


On Armistice Day, 11 November 1918, Sam was transferred via a hired trawler (HT) known as the Strephon to HMS Cormorant, the Naval Shore Establishment at Gibraltar.7 The HMS Strephon was a 250-ton trawler requisitioned by the Royal Navy and fitted out for naval use. There is some evidence to suggest that the Strephon was used as a hydrophone support vessel and Sam may well have been involved in submarine detection duties during his time on board.8 The requisitioning of civilian trawlers for support roles was common practice during World War I and the Strephon saw service again in World War II.


HMS Cormorant was a sloop of 1877 vintage which was being used as a receiving ship at Gibraltar. Many sailors of the Royal Navy passed through here on their way to discharge or other postings. On his 18th birthday Sam was promoted to the rating of deck hand and by April 1919 had returned to England. At HMS Research (a depot ship at Portland Harbour, Isle of Portland, Dorset) Sam was dispersed to shore and demobilised.9 In total he had spent just under a year in service and only managed to see the tail end of the war. His record notes his character and ability was very good and he was awarded the British War Medal and Victory Medal.


* * *


In the 1918 general elections, Sinn Féin, the Irish republican party, won a resounding victory against the Irish Parliamentary Party, winning a majority of Irish seats in Parliament. In an act of open defiance, Sinn Féin members pledged not to take their seats in the UK Parliament. Instead, on 21 January 1919 Sinn Féin formed an Irish Parliament known as Dáil Éireann and declared independence.10 The die was cast when this fledging Irish Parliament publicly reaffirmed its independence and insinuated that state of war existed with England in its statement ‘Message to the Free Nations of the World’.11 The year 1919 for Ireland was one of escalating violence, with bold operations by the IRA undertaken to undermine British authority. Unsurprisingly, between July and September, both the Dáil and Sinn Féin had been outlawed by the British government.12


* * *


Out of a strong sense of duty, perhaps reinforced by his service with the Royal Navy, Sam made a stand against Irish independence. On 30 July 1920, he became Constable Templeton No. 72127 of the Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC). Although the RIC was predominantly manned by Irish Catholics, it remained Britain’s law enforcement arm in Ireland and was targeted by the IRA.
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Constable Templeton of the Royal Irish Constabulary (courtesy Reg Templeton).





The IRA attacked police barracks and stations in both the north and south of Ireland, particularly in rural locations capturing supplies of arms and ammunition along the way. In the same month Sam joined the RIC, the IRA hunted down and killed the RIC Divisional Commissioner for Munster, Lieutenant Colonel Gerald Bryce Ferguson Smyth, in County Cork. Smyth had made an inflammatory speech in which he called on police officers to adopt a shoot-to-kill policy. In response, Loyalists (many of whom had fought on the Western Front in World War I) descended on the Harland and Wolff shipyards targeting Catholic workers and ‘rotten Prods’ (those deemed not to be anti-Catholic), forcing around 7500 workers from their employment.13 As a result, riots erupted on the streets of Belfast and volleys of shots and throwing of stones were exchanged between the RIC and the local populace. Around 50 people were killed and hundreds wounded.14


Sam passed through recruit training at Phoenix Park, Dublin, then was sent to Benburb Substation, County Tyrone. Although no direct account of Sam’s time with the RIC has been located, as a member of the constabulary he would have been involved in direct fighting against the IRA. However, as the War of Independence progressed it became very difficult for RIC members such as Sam to tolerate the repercussions of their service. Often shops and other businesses refused to deal with RIC officers. This was due to the heavy-handed nature of another British security force that had been brought in to bolster the RIC – the notorious ‘Black and Tans’.


The Black and Tans, named for their mix of British Army and RIC uniforms, were made up of mainly broken men, veterans of World War I from mainland UK. In the course of their service in Ireland, they destroyed dozens of towns and villages in reprisal raids for the killing of RIC constables by the IRA. The British public became so appalled by the behaviour of the Black and Tans that they were disbanded along with the RIC on 31 August 1922. By then, however, over one third of the RIC had already resigned of their own volition, including Sam who did so in April 1921.
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