
Australia’s War:
80 years ago this week
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10 February 1941 - Libya
• The NZ 4th RMT followed up the inland striking force on 6 February laden with precious petrol. The lorries 

moved back from Derna to Bomba, to cut inland and join up with a vast convoy of supply vehicles. 

• The going over the desert was extremely rough, and choking clouds of dust checked progress. Trucks closed 
up, yet still the one ahead was difficult to see. ‘For mile after mile the vehicles had to plunge over and 
plough through a desert surface covered with rough boulders and slabs of rock, lurching and bumping over 
the billowy ground at about 4 mph”. 

• ‘An added difficulty was the lack of accurate maps of the country from Mekili onwards. Parties of supply 
lorries disappeared into the curtain of dust and lost contact with the main column; hours later they would be 
seen looming out of the gloom again.’ 

• The dust continued next day, and again rough country lay across their path, but at times the surface had 
packed hard and travelling was better than on bitumen. In the evening and early next morning the RMT 
safely delivered the petrol to an enormous dump rising near (it is thought) Fort Msus. This was the 
company's last hectic dash of the campaign.

• On the way back it wasn't dust—it was mud, red mud. The trucks, pushed and towed laboriously over the 
worst parts, finally made Derna, where the storm had left giant hailstones which lay about for four days. 

• The bitter cold at this time, when RMT drivers were still in summer dress, partly accounts for the company's 
motley dress on its return to Egypt. Drivers had seized any warm clothing they, could find (B Section 
particularly) and returned to the New Zealand fold dressed in all sorts of Italian finery—high-ranking naval 
uniform (and swords), peaked hats, generals' tunics and privates' jackboots —a fantastic sight.
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10 February 1941 - Libya
• Derna became a terminus for supply 

columns operating from Tobruk and 
further east. 

• ‘It was amazing the amount of transport 
that poured into Derna,’ said one NCO. 
‘British 10-ton diesels, commandeered 
Italian lorries, and other NZASC units 
would turn up in convoys with supplies.’ 

• From Derna onwards the RMT worked, 
operating along supply routes to fertile 
Barce (about 110 miles west of Derna on 
the road to Benghazi) and to Magrun, 50 
miles south of Benghazi. There were 
roads here and they were good. 

• Three trucks from A Section were 
attached for a time to supply an anti-
aircraft unit near El Agheila, the farthest 
west Wavell's Army advanced.
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10 February 1941 - Libya
• On 10th February No. 3 RAAF (now 

equipped with Hurricanes) had moved 
forward to Benina to assume 
responsibility for the air defence of 
Benghazi, while No. 73 Squadron R.A.F. 
took up similar duties at Tobruk. 

• The task was difficult for the existing anti-
aircraft defences were totally inadequate 
and could not be reinforced as most of 
the few available guns were earmarked 
for Greece. 

• At this time German aircraft from Sicily 
and Tripolitania began to raid Benghazi 
and to sow mines in the harbour. 

• Interception was not easy, for early-
warning facilities had yet to be organised, 
and, as raids were frequently mounted 
before dawn or just after dusk, day 
fighters were severely handicapped. 
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10 February 1941 - Libya

• Tripoli 660 kms from Benghazi, 
Catania 760 Kilometres.

• With over water approaches 
manual (eyeball) early warning 
systems are not possible.
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9 February 1941-Italy
• Genoa and La Spezia were bombarded 

from sea and air on 9 February 1941, 
by a fleet consisting of HMShips
Malaya (battleship), Ark Royal (aircraft 
carrier), Renown (battle cruiser) and 
Sheffield (cruiser), screened by ten 
fleet destroyers including Fearless, 
Foxhound, Foresight, Fury, Firedrake 
and Jersey.

• Genoa harbour was bombarded with 
the force sinking four cargo ships and 
damaging 18.

• Ark Royal's aircraft attacked Livorno 
and mined La Spezia.

• An attempt by the Italian fleet to 
intercept the British force failed, and 
all ships returned to Gibraltar on 11 
February.
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9 February 1941-Italy
• A 15 inch armour-piercing round from 

the Battleship Malaya hit Genoa 
Cathedral; the shell failed to explode 
and remains on display there.

• 144 civilians were killed and 272 
wounded at Genoa by the shelling.
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9 February 1941-Italy
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9 February 1941 - Washington

• During early February 1941, a Gallup poll 
revealed that 54% of Americans were in 
favor of giving aid to the British without 
qualifications of Lend-Lease. A further 15% 
were in favor with qualifications such as: "If 
it doesn't get us into war," or "If the British 
can give us some security for what we give 
them." Only 22% were unequivocally against 
the President's proposal. 

• When the House of Representatives finally 
took a roll call vote on February 9, 1941, the 
260 to 165 vote was largely along party 
lines. Democrats voted 238 to 25 in favor
and Republicans 24 in favor and 135 against.
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11 February 1941 - Mediterranean
• Mines, including those dropped by 

aircraft, were an increasing menace. 

• The destroyers sank numbers by rifle fire, 
and Stuart's 1st Lieutenant, Robison, 
offered a prize of two ounces of tobacco 
to the first man to report one. 

• At 7 p.m. on the 11th February when 
patrolling off Tobruk, those on Stuart's 
bridge heard cries from the dark water, 
and picked up a stoker clinging to 
wreckage from the South African trawler 
Southern Floe, which had been mined at 
four o'clock that morning.

• With the capture of Benghazi, the work of 
the destroyers "to maintain the security 
of the sea communications between 
Alexandria and the advanced bases by 
escorting personnel and larger supply 
ships and by constant patrols of the sea 
routes" intensified.

HMAS Stuart

Australia's War 10 Feb 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 3 12



12 February - Sydney
• The Bulletin 

seemed to think 
that some of the 
public were not 
following the 
war very closely.
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12th February

• On 12th February Churchill sent a cable to Wavell : 

• … We should have been content with making a safe flank for Egypt at Tobruk , and 
we told you that thereafter Greece and/or Turkey must have priority, but that if 
you could get Benghazi easily and without prejudice to European calls so much 
the better. 

• We are delighted that you have got this prize three weeks ahead of expectation, 
but this does not alter, indeed it rather confirms, our previous directive, namely, 
that your major effort must now be to aid Greece and/or Turkey. 

• This rules out any serious effort against Tripoli, although minor demonstrations 
thither - wards would be a useful feint. 

• You should therefore make yourself secure in Benghazi and concentrate all 
available forces in the Delta in preparation for movement to Europe . . . 

• Therefore it would seem that we should try to get in a position to offer the 
Greeks the transfer to Greece of the fighting portion of the Army which has 
hitherto defended Egypt, and make every plan for sending and reinforcing it to 
the limit with men and material. 
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5 to 13 February
• Menzies reached Cairo on 5th February. During 

his nine days in North Africa he spent most of 
his time visiting Australian troops from Cairo to 
the newly-captured Benghazi in Libya. He 
missed seeing Dill and Eden. 

• Mr Menzies had discussions with General 
Wavell about the general proposal to offer a 
force to Greece. 

• After these discussions General Wavell had 
sent a telegram to Mr Churchill on the 12th 
saying: "We have naturally been considering 
problem of assistance to Greece and Turkey for 
some time. My [telegram] of 11 February to 
CIGS gave estimate of available resources but 
hope may be able to improve on this especially 
if Australian Government will give me certain 
latitude as regards use of their troops. I have 
already spoken to Menzies about this and he 
was very ready to agree to what I suggest. I will 
approach him again before he leaves.

1941-02. MR. MENZIES ON A VISIT TO THE MIDDLE 
EAST. SOME OF THE TROOPS WHO WELCOMED MR. 
MENZIES (NEAR TOP RIGHT HAND CORNER, WITH 
GENERAL BLAMEY AT HIS RIGHT).
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5 to 13 February
• At Barce Mr Menzies met General 

Wilson and asked him how the 
Australians were getting on, expecting 
to hear them congratulated. 

• "They're troublesome, you know," 
said Wilson. 

• “I understand the Italians have found 
them very troublesome," replied 
Menzies. 

• "It's not that, " said Wilson, "they're 
not disciplined, you know." 

• "These men haven't spent their lives 
marching round parade grounds," said 
Menzies. "They come from all walks of 
life and they've come over here to do 
a job and get it over." TOBRUK. BRIGADIER ALLEN AND MR MENZIES (BOTH 

ON THE LEFT) AND, ON THE RIGHT, GENERAL BLAMEY 
AND GENERAL WOOTEN.
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5 to 13 February 1941 -
• Menzies had also met General 

Blamey, the commander of the 
A.I.F. in the Middle East, but 
Churchill's directive to Wavell 
was received only the day before 
Menzies' departure, and Blamey, 
who was with his 1 Australian 
Corps headquarters in western 
Cyrenaica, had not yet learnt of 
the proposal to send his corps to 
Greece; it was not discussed 
between him and Menzies. MR. MENZIES AND GEN. BLAMEY AT THE SALUTING 

BASE DURING A MARCH PAST OF A.I.F. TROOPS. 
(NEGATIVE BY D. PARER).
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12 February 1941 - London
• Wavell was also informed that Mr Eden and 

the CIGS, General Dill, were due in Cairo on 
the 14th or 15th February. 

• “Having surveyed the whole position in Cairo 
and got all preparatory measures on the 
move you will no doubt go to Athens with 
them, and, thereafter, if convenient, to 
Angora. 

• It is hoped that at least four divisions, 
including one armoured division, and 
whatever additional air forces the Greek 
airfields are ready for, together with all 
available munitions, may be offered in the 
best possible way and in the shortest time . . .

• In the event of its proving impossible to reach 
any good agreement with the Greeks and 
work out a practical military plan, then we 
must try to save as much from the wreck as 
possible. We must at all costs keep Crete and 
take any Greek islands which are of use as air 
bases. We could also reconsider the advance 
on Tripoli.
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12 February 1941 - Cairo
• These instructions forced General 

Wavell to search his rather bare 
cupboard to find a force to go to 
Greece.

• Convinced that at least two months 
must elapse between the landing of 
German troops at Tripoli and their 
effective use in Cyrenaica, Wavell 
decided to garrison Cyrenaica with 
one Australian infantry division and a 
brigade of the newly arrived 2nd 
Armoured Division. 

• Thus he would be able to send to 
Greece two Australian Divisions and 
the New Zealand Division and two 
smaller formations — the 1st 
Armoured Brigade and the Polish 
Brigade Group. 
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12 February 1941 - London
• Churchill told Wavell that he 

should not, however, delay the 
capture of Rhodes "which we 
regard as most urgent". 

• The occupation of Rhodes was 
to be the first step in the 
achievement of the British 
Government's intentions, which 
were to help Greece, draw both 
Turkey and Yugoslavia into the 
Allied camp, and thus build up a 
battle front in the Balkans. 

Crete

Rhodes

Crete
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12 February 1941 - Melbourne
• Neither Commonwealth Aircraft 

Corporation or Government 
aircraft factories had achieved their 
scheduled deliveries of aircraft. 

• The delays were blamed on failures 
of deliveries of tools, materials and 
components from overseas due to 
failures of suppliers and the sinking 
of ships by enemy action. 

• An increase from 180 to 270 in the 
number of Beauforts to be built in 
Australia was approved by the War 
Cabinet on 12th February 1941.

Beauforts being built at the DAP plant in Fisherman's 
Bend, Melbourne. 

Australia's War 10 Feb 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 3 21



12 February 1941 - Atlantic
• Flight Lieutenant Hennock RAAF, joined No. 206 

R.A.F. on 12th February and was sent to Northern 
Ireland in charge of a detachment of Hudsons to be 
used to intercept FW-200 Condor convoy-raiders 
(photo).

• The Luftwaffe initially used the aircraft to support 
the Kriegsmarine, making great loops out across the 
North Sea and, following the fall of France, the 
Atlantic Ocean. 

• The aircraft was used for maritime patrols and 
reconnaissance, searching for Allied convoys and 
warships that could be reported for targeting by U-
boats. 

• The Fw 200 could also carry a 1,000-kilogram bomb 
load or naval mines to use against shipping, and it 
was claimed that from June 1940 to February 1941, 
they sank 365,000 tons of shipping despite a rather 
crude bombsight. 

• The attacks were carried out at extremely low 
altitude in order to "bracket" the target ship with 
three bombs; this almost guaranteed a hit.
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12 February 1941 - Atlantic

• This seems to evidence 
desperation.

• Wikipedia gives the following 
data on max speed and 
armament:

• FW200                       Hudson

• 240mph                     246mph

• 1*20mm                    4*.303

• 1*.5

• 3*.303
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13 – 23 February - Atlantic
• The Hudsons produced no immediate 

improvements. The Condors sank 6 more 
ships in the following ten days.

• 13/2 HMT Rubens naval trawler (320 GRT, 
1937) 48°50′N 14°20′W.

• 14/2 Elisabeth Marie coaster (616 GRT, 1914) 
54°58′N 12°30′W.

• 16/2 Naniwa trawler (340 GRT) 52°15′N 
12°30′W.

• 19/2 Gracia 5,000 tons 59°39′N 7°24′W.

• 19/2 Housatonic 5,500 ton tanker 59°39′N 
7°24′W.

• 21/2 The naval trawler HMT Lincoln City (398 
GRT, 1933) was bombed and sunk at 
Tórshavn, Faroe Islands by Luftwaffe aircraft.

• 22/2 Scottish Standard 7,000 ton tanker 
damaged by Condor 20/2 sunk by U boat 
while straggling 22/2 at 59°20′N 16°12′W.
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11 – 12 February 1941 - Atlantic
• Two weeks ago we saw Australians 

fighting and dying to find and 
attack the German cruiser Hipper 
at Brest.

• Low-level oblique photographic-
reconnaissance aerial of the 
German heavy cruiser Admiral 
Hipper in dry dock at Brest, France. 
Obtained on a 'dicing' sortie by a 
Spitfire PR Mark IG of No. 1 
Photographic Reconnaissance Unit 
Detachment flying from St Eval, 
Cornwall.

• Hipper (32 knots, 8*8 inch guns 
and 80 mm of armour) at Brest was 
a serious threat to Atlantic 
convoys.
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11 – 12 Feb 1941 - Atlantic
• 11/2 Convoy HG 53: The cargo ship Iceland (1,271 GRT, 1914) 

was shelled and sunk in the Atlantic Ocean by Admiral Hipper 
( Kriegsmarine).

• 12/2 Convoy SLS 64: 

• The cargo ship Borgestad (Norway) (3,924 GRT, 1924) was 
shelled and sunk in the Atlantic Ocean north west of 
Madeira, Portugal (37°10′N 21°20′W) with the loss of all 31 
crew. Along with

• The cargo ship Derrynane (4,896 GRT, 1938) (37°12′N 
21°20′W) with the loss of all hands.

• The cargo ship Oswestry Grange (4,684 GRT, 1935) (37°10′N 
21°20′W with the loss of five of her 42 crew. Survivors were 
rescued by Lornaston (UK)

• The cargo ship Perseus (Greece) (5,172 GRT, 1919) (37°12′N 
21°20′W) with the loss of 14 crew.

• The cargo ship Shrewsbury (4,542 GRT, 1924) (36°12′N 
20°12′W) with the loss of twenty crew.

• The cargo ship Warlaby (4,876 GRT, 1927) (37°12′N 21°20′W) 
with the loss of all but three crew.

• The cargo ship Westbury (4,712 GRT, 1928) (37°10′N 
21°20′W) with the loss of five crew.
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12-20 Feb 1941 - Red Sea
• 12/2 The cargo ship Carso (Italy)(6,275 GRT, 1923) was 

scuttled at Kismaya, Italian Somaliland. She was later 
salvaged, repaired and entered British service as Empire Tana

• 12/2  The cargo ship Integritas (Italy) (5,952 GRT) was 
scuttled at Kismaya.

• 12/2 The cargo ship (Italy) (4,531 GRT) was scuttled at 
Kismaya.

• 12/2 The cargo ship Uckermark (Germany) (7,021 GRT, 1930) 
was intercepted off Massawa, Italian Somaliland by HMS 
Hawkins ( Royal Navy). Her crew attempted to scuttle her. She 
was taken in tow but subsequently sank.

• 13/2 The ship Askari (Germany) (590 GRT, 1927) was 
torpedoed and damaged off Kismayu, Italian Somaliland by 
aircraft based on HMS Eagle ( Royal Navy). She came ashore 
and was a total loss.

• 13/2 Operation Composition: The cargo ship Moncalieri 
(Italy) (5,723 GRT) was bombed and damaged at Massawa, 
Italian Somaliland by aircraft based on HMS Formidable. She 
was later scuttled.

• 13/2 The tanker Pensilvania (Italy) (6,861 GRT) was 
torpedoed, shelled and sunk off Mogadishu, Italian 
Somaliland by HMS Hawkins, HMS Shropshire and aircraft 
based on HMS Eagle.

• 20/2 The captured 18/12/1940 British cargo liner Duquesa
(8,651 GRT, 1918) was scuttled at Mogadishu, Italian 
Somaliland.
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13 February - Libya

• On the 13th German aircraft 
bombed Benghazi. 

• From 5.30 to 6.45 a.m. there 
was a heavy air raid on the port, 
where anti-aircraft defences 
were hopelessly inadequate. 
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13 February 1941 - Greece
• The Greek General Staff planned a 

counter-offensive for February with the 
object of capturing Valona. 

• Strong pressure was put on D'Albiac to 
employ his squadrons in a ground -
support role during this campaign. 

• He agreed somewhat reluctantly and 
established a wing headquarters in the 
forward area. Detachments of Nos. 30, 84 
and 211 Squadrons moved up to 
Paramythia so that their activities could 
be coordinated with those of the fighters 
based at Yannina. 

• The Greek offensive opened on the 13th 
and the morale of front-line soldiers 
reached its greatest height with the 
success of the fighter pilots in low strafing 
attacks and in a series of victories which 
were won over their own lines.

Air Commodore D'Albiac, AOC British Forces in 
Greece, at his desk in his Headquarters, the Grande 
Bretagne Hotel, Athens.
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14 February 1941 - Oceania
• A military mission left Sydney for 

Noumea on 14th February.

• Australian policy was defined as:

• "(a) Acceptance by Australia of 
financial responsibility for assistance 
to the Free French forces in Oceania 
subject to later adjustments with the 
other governments concerned; 

• (b) The Commonwealth's operational 
responsibility is to be limited to New 
Caledonia; and 

• (c) New Zealand will continue to be 
responsible for assistance in the 
defence of Free French territory in the 
New Zealand station".
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14 February 1941 - Greece
• On 14th February two Australian 

pilots in the RAF, F-Lt R. N. 
Cullen and Sqn Ldr G.F. Graham, 
of 80 Sqn RAF, joined in a fight 
during which seven CR-42s were 
reported shot down over 
Tepelene. 

Fiat CR.42s of the 162nd Squadron 161st 
"Autonomous Terrestrial Fighter Group", Aegean 
Islands 1940
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14 February 1941 - Atlantic
• On the night of 14th February Havyatt, of No 10 Squadron RAAF, flew Mr Anthony Eden, 

Sir John Dill and staff to Gibraltar. 

• As far as Cape Finisterre the weather was moderate, but thereafter it deteriorated 
rapidly. Return to base was considered but rejected because of the inevitable delay. After 
having flown for two and a half hours through unbroken cloud the Sunderland became 
practically unmanageable and Havyatt decided to climb to avoid the turbulence. 

• At length the aircraft broke cloud at 7,000 feet but flying conditions remained atrocious, 
violent up-currents frequently raising the nose of the aircraft until the Sunderland was 
almost at stalling attitude or alternating down-draughts sending it plunging wildly into 
cloud again. 

• The pilots struggled continuously with the controls until dawn when the fierceness of the 
storm subsided. By the time he reached Cape St Vincent there was barely enough fuel to 
reach Gibraltar so Havyatt signalled a request for the navy to patrol the Strait to rescue 
the passengers in the event of a forced alighting. 

• He finally touched down at Gibraltar with almost empty tanks. 

• The storm was reported as the worst in Spain and Portugal for almost a century; another 
Sunderland of No. 95 Squadron which had left Plymouth in company with Havyatt was 
forced down in Portugal.
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14 February 1941 - Atlantic
• Mr Eden had to gather together all the 

threads and propose the best solution to 
the problems of the Middle East.

• His principal task was to initiate any 
action he thought fit for the swift relief of 
Greece, with whom it was ‘our duty to 
fight, and, if need be, suffer.’ 

• His second task was to make both Turkey 
and Yugoslavia ‘fight at the same time or 
do the best they can.’ And 

• his third was to arrange for military aid to 
Turkey since her interests were, in the 
long run, ‘no less important to us than 
those of Greece.’ 

• General Dill, as Chief of the General Staff, 
would give advice on military affairs and, 
if there was any difference of opinion, his 
views were to be given to the 
Government.
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15 February 1941 - Libya

• Although the Australians (No 3 
RAAF) were airborne ninety-nine 
times during the first fortnight at 
Benina, only one success was 
gained.

• On the 15th Flying Officer 
Saunders chased a Junkers 88 
several miles out to sea and 
finally destroyed it, the German 
crew being rescued by a mine-
sweeper. 
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15 February - Libya

• On the 15th General Blamey's I Australian Corps HQ replaced XIII 
Corps commanding forces in Libya.
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16 February 1941 - Mediterranean
• The cargo ship Juventus (Italy) 

(4,957 GRT) was torpedoed and 
sunk in the Mediterranean 3 
nautical miles north east of 
Kuriat Island, Tunisia by Fairey 
Swordfish aircraft of 830 
Squadron, Fleet Air Arm. All 24 
crew survived.
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10 – 16 February 1941 - Sea

• In addition to the losses to the losses to Hipper and the Condors, this 
week the Allies lost:

• Seven ships to U boats in the Atlantic,

• Four ships to air attack in the Channel and the North Sea and

• Five ships to mines in the Channel and the North Sea.

Australia's War 10 Feb 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 3 39



February 1941 – Middle East
• The 18th and 25th Australian Brigades having now arrived in the Middle 

East from England, where the 18th Brigade had been diverted in June 1940 
and where the 25th had been formed, the 7th and 9th Divisions were 
reorganised. 

• The 18th Brigade, formed in 1939, and the 25th, formed in June 1940, and 
both relatively well-equipped, were transferred from the 9th to the 7th 
Division, which seemed likely to be in action before the 9th.

• The 21st Brigade remained in the 7th Division. 

• The 9th Division was allotted the 20th, formed in April 1940, and the 24th 
and 26th, formed in July.

• Wynter GOC 9th Division fell ill and had to be relieved of his command. 
Brigadier Morshead was appointed to succeed him, yielding command of 
the 18th Brigade to Lt - Col Wootten. 
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February 1941 – Middle East
• Morshead was informed of his 

appointment to 9th Division on 29th 
January. 

• After handing over his brigade he 
arrived at divisional headquarters at 
Julis in Palestine on 5th February and 
assumed command. 

• While Morshead had been reporting 
to Blamey, the 24th Brigade and other 
divisional units from Australia had 
been disembarking in the canal zone 
and moving to camps in Palestine. 

• For the first three weeks after his 
appointment, Morshead was mainly 
concerned with arrangements for 
their training. 
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Leslie Morshead
• In August 1914 Morshead resigned his teaching position and 

his commission in the Cadet Corps and travelled to Sydney to 
enlist as a private in the 2nd Infantry Battalion of the First 
Australian Imperial Force (AIF) because it was commanded by 
Lt Col Braund, whom he knew from his time in Armidale.

• Morshead was commissioned as a lieutenant in the AIF in 
September. He embarked for Egypt in October 1914. While 
his battalion was in training there, he was promoted to 
captain in January 1915.

• The 2nd Battalion landed at Anzac Cove on 25 April 1915 at 
around 09:30. They made the farthest advance of any 
Australian unit that day, reaching the slopes of Baby 700, but 
were driven back by a Turkish counter-attack in the 
afternoon. They beat off further counter-attacks over the 
next three days. 

• Morshead assumed command of C Company on 28 April. The 
battalion defeated major Turkish attacks on its position on 18 
May and 8 June.

• Promoted to major in June, Morshead distinguished himself 
in the Battle of Lone Pine on 6 August. Morshead was the 
only officer of the Battalion who did not become a casualty. 

• In September he succumbed to dysentery and paratyphoid 
fever. He was evacuated to Lemnos, and then to England.

• For his services in the Gallipoli campaign, he was mentioned 
in despatches.
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A trench at Lone Pine after the battle, showing 
Australian and Turkish dead on the parapet. In the 
foreground standing is Major Leslie Morshead of the 
2nd Battalion. 



Leslie Morshead
• Morshead returned to Australia. After he recovered, he was 

posted to command the 33rd Infantry Battalion and 
embarked for England again in May 1916. On 7 December the 
33rd relieved a British battalion in the quiet "nursery" sector 
of the Western Front around Armentières.

• Morshead led the 33rd Infantry Battalion through the Battle 
of Messines in June 1917, and the Battle of Passchendaele in 
October, where the 3rd Division suffered heavy losses. 

• In March 1918, the 3rd Division was sent to the Somme 
sector to help halt the German Spring Offensive. The 33rd

Battalion was detached from the 3rd Division and sent to 
Villers-Bretonneux. On 30 March Morshead was ordered to 
restore the front around Aubercourt. With the aid of the 
British 12th Lancers, the battalion was able to restore the 
line, although it was unable to advance as far as was hoped.

• The 33rd was then relieved, and withdrawn to Villers-
Bretonneux to rest. However, on 4 April, Morshead was 
astonished to find that the line had again been broken and 
Villers-Bretonneux threatened. In the First Battle of Villers-
Bretonneux, the battalion participated in halting the advance, 
and prevented the Germans from capturing the town. 

• On 18 April, the 33rd Battalion was still in the town when it 
was heavily shelled with poison gas. Many men, including 
Morshead, became mustard gas casualties. He did not return 
to his unit until June.

• Morshead again led the 33rd Infantry Battalion in the Battle 
of Amiens. 
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The Right Honourable W M Hughes, Prime Minister 
of Australia, addressing members of the 33rd 
Battalion at Peronne. Lt Col L. J. Morshead DSO the 
CO is on the right of the picture wearing football kit.



Leslie Morshead
• Between the wars Morshead held a series of 

executive positions with the Orient line.

• He remained active in the part-time Militia, 
commanding Battalions from 1921 to 1932. He 
was promoted to colonel in 1933 and 
appointed to command a Brigade. When he 
moved to Melbourne in 1934, he transferred 
to command of the 15th Infantry Brigade, then 
part of the 3rd Division under General Blamey.

• Known for his right-wing views even before 
the war, he was also a member of the 
clandestine far-right wing paramilitary 
organisation the New Guard.

• On 6 October 1939, Morshead was selected by 
Blamey to command the 18th Infantry Brigade 
in the new 6th Division.

• Following training, the brigade embarked for 
the Middle East from Melbourne in May 1940. 
While they were at sea they were diverted, 
initially because of concerns the Italians would 
close the Mediterranean then to help defend 
Britain against a possible invasion by German 
forces following the Fall of France. 
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Probably Sydney, NSW. 1940-05. Group portrait of some of the 
officers on a troop transport ship prior to departure for the Middle 
East as part of the third convoy. Left to right: Captain (Capt) W.N. 
Parry-Okeden, Capt I.D. Hayward, Capt C.C.F. Bourne, Major W.E.F. 
Lubke, Lieutenant Colonel (Lt Col) J.E.G. Martin, Brigadier Leslie 
James Morshead, Lt Col A.D. Verrier, Major A.S.W. Arnold, Capt J.A. 
Trevivian, Lt R.G. Cundell, Lt A. Marshall. (Donor L. Morshead)



Empire Air Training Scheme
• On 25th December 1940 the first Australians 

trained under the Empire Air Scheme landed in 
England. 

• This party of twelve officers and twenty-three 
sergeant pilots had left Australia in July and had 
completed their flying training at the Royal 
Canadian Air Force's No. 2 Service Flying Training 
School at Uplands near Ottawa.

• Australians arriving in England were sent to 
Uxbridge, a peace-time R.A.F. station on the 
outskirts of London. 

• There was at this stage no separate policy for the 
treatment of Dominion aircrew, and the only 
concern of this unit was to employ them to the 
best advantage, according to the needs of the 
moment. 

• The United Kingdom and New Zealand 
Governments agreed that New Zealand should 
provide 880 fully trained pilots per annum for 
service in the Royal Air Force; 520 pilots trained to 
elementary standard, whose advanced training 
would be carried out in Canada; and 546 observers 
and 936 air-gunners, trained only to the initial 
stage, who also would be sent to Canada for 
further training.

Australia's War 10 Feb 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 3 45

These airman pilots at R.A.F. Station Uxbridge (near 
London), were part of the first Australian draft from 
the Empire Air Training schools in Canada to reach 
the United Kingdom. 



Empire Air Training Scheme
• At the same time a larger number of trainees had 

similarly graduated from advanced schools in 
Australia.

• At monthly intervals from April 1940 more and 
more men passed from initial training schools to 
elementary and then service flying training schools 
or to bombing and gunnery or navigation schools 
either in Australia or Canada. 

• These course s took an average of eight months 
from enlistment until individuals were ready for 
attachment to the Royal Air Force.

• When Canada requested in August 1940 that 
monthly drafts of pilots from Australia should 
increase to 80 instead of the agreed figure of 40 
this was accomodated. 

• In October Canada requested a further increase of 
the monthly quota to 112 because of acceleration 
of courses in Canadian schools, but on this 
occasion Australia was able to offer only 100 pilots 
per month. 

• The originally agreed allocation of 42 observers 
and 72 wireless air gunners was not affected by 
this large increase in pilot drafts. 
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Australian trainees at Uplands with their Harvard 
training aircraft. Left to right LAC’s W. J. Kennedy, R. 
A. Knappet, R. H. C. Sly, W. J. Metherall.



Empire Air Training Scheme
• At Uxbridge, after completing documents 

for record purposes and receiving kit to 
full scale, including such necessary evils in 
war-time Britain as steel helmet, 
respirator and identity card, Australians 
were sent on short leave preparatory to 
posting to operational training units. 

• The early drafts were all of pilots only, 
and no difficulty was encountered in 
finding immediate vacancies for them, 
chiefly at No. 56 Operational Training Unit 
for fighter pilots, and Nos. 11 
(Bassingbourn) and 30 (Lossiemouth) for 
bomber pilots. 

• Men destined for Coastal Command had 
first to complete a course at a school of 
general reconnaissance, and accordingly, 
on 16th February, six sergeants were sent 
to No . 3 School of General 
Reconnaissance at Blackpool . 
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RAAF pilots arrived, posted and on strength at No. 3 
Personnel Reception Centre, RAF Uxbridge. 



Empire Air Training Scheme
• In October 1940, the Air Ministry had requested that 30 pilots, 30 

observers and 45 wireless operators be sent monthly from Australia direct 
to the Middle East. The first of these arrived early in 1941 and went to the 
general aircrew pool at Geneifa in Egypt and thence to training units, or 
directly to fighter and light-bomber squadrons, which completed their 
preparation for battle within their own resources.

• There was from the outset continual difficulty concerning pay 
arrangements and equipment for Australians arriving in the Middle East. 

• This situation was aggravated by a supplementary agreement in October 
1940, by which Australia contracted to send additional pilots to complete 
their training in Rhodesia. These men sometimes arrived in convoys at Suez 
to find that local administrative officers were unwilling to take 
responsibility for their pay and onward journey. 
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17 February 1941 – North West Europe. 
• Many Australians and New Zealanders were regular officers in the RAF and the stream of aircrew from the 

EATS scheme was just beginning.

• With the end of the Battle of Britain and the decline of the German Blitz the principle campaign of the RAF 
was the bomber offensive. The vast majority of Australians and New Zealanders in the RAF would be 
committed to this campaign.

• Night attacks had now become the rule in the assault on Germany. 

• Bitter experience during the early months of the war had taught the necessity of relying on night bombing if 
losses were to be kept within reasonable bounds. 

• Unescorted bombers had proved no match for the German day fighters and, as yet, the Royal Air Force had 
not machines suitable for escort duties over Germany since the British aircraft industry had, of necessity, 
concentrated on the production of fast short-range fighters for home defence. 

• But this resort to night operations had brought problems of navigation and identification, and soon 
recognition of the virtual hopelessness of precision bombing at night led to the introduction of ‘area 
bombing’, in which the force available on any one night was given as its objective an industrial town or 
district rather than a number of widely scattered targets of one or two special types.

• Yet, although a list of priority targets was laid down at the beginning of the year, the restricting influence of 
the weather ruled out bombing to any set programme. ‘I have the greatest difficulty,’ wrote Air Marshal Sir 
Richard Peirse, Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief at this time, ‘not only in forecasting the weather in the 
target area—or rather in trying to find a suitable target in the only area offered by the weather—but also in 
being assured of reasonable conditions at base airfields in England for homing purposes.’

• One night early in February 1941, 17 of almost a hundred bombers despatched crashed on return to England 
when fog developed over airfields earlier than had been expected.

Australia's War 10 Feb 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 3 49



February 1941 - Libya

• Libyan panorama | Australian War 
Memorial (awm.gov.au)

• https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/C
188699

• General shots of the Libyan 
countryside and Italian land settlers. 

• 6 Australian Division engineer units at 
work in different areas of Libya.

• Ruins of ancient Greek city of Cirene. 

• A group of 2/11 Australian Infantry 
Battalion men having a sing song (with 
sound track) at their billet at Tocra.

• Identified units are: 2/1 Field 
Company (Coy) RAE, 37th Battery 13th 
Light Anti Aircraft Regiment and 2/2 
Field Coy RAE.

• 8 minutes
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https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/C188699


February 1941 - Washington
• American Rhetoric: Franklin D. 

Roosevelt -- "The Four 
Freedoms“

• https://www.americanrhetoric.c
om/speeches/fdrthefourfreedo
ms.htm

• 1941, Roosevelt: Lend-Lease 
Excerpt 221752-47 | Footage 
Farm – YouTube

• Roosevelt’s State of the Union 
Speech 6 January 1941. 

• Lend Lease and Four Freedoms

• 36 minutes

• Roosevelt’s State of the Union 
Speech 6 January 1941. 
Roosevelt: Lend-Lease Excerpt 
221752-47 | Footage Farm

• 6 minutes.
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