
Australia’s War:
80 years ago this week

24 February 1941
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8 February 1941 – Washington DC
• In an interview between President 

Roosevelt and Lord Halifax, the British 
Ambassador, on 8th February, 
reported to Canberra,  Roosevelt, 
while leaving it doubtful whether the 
United States would come into the 
war if Japan attacked only Dutch or 
British possessions, said that, 

• even if the United States were to be 
involved in the war with Japan, he felt 
that to fight an active war in the 
Pacific would mean a dangerous 
diversion of forces and material from 
the main theatre of operations which, 
in his view, was the Atlantic and 
Britain. 

• He thought they would have to fight a 
"holding war" in the Pacific. 
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24 February 1941 - Mediterranean

• On the 24th February the 
destroyer HMS Dainty was sunk 
in an air attack by Ju 88s from III 
LG 1 off Tobruk with the loss of 
16 of her crew of 145. 
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Ju 88A of LG 1 over the Eastern Front, 25 September 
1941



24 February 1941 - Libya
• On the 24th the 19th Brigade was 

withdrawn to Gazala to ease the problem 
of supply and the only infantry left in 
western Cyrenaica was one brigade.

• On the same day, a battalion of the 
Support Group of the 2nd Armoured 
Division—the 1st Battalion, Tower 
Hamlets Rifles (mobilised as the 9th

Battalion, The Rifle Brigade)—arrived in 
Tobruk.

• On 24th February 1 Australian Corps, 
which was destined for Greece, handed 
over its responsibilities to the Cyrenaica 
Command. 

• On 24th February Wavell instructed 
Cunningham to advance to Harar after 
the capture of Mogadiscio, and that he 
wished that Berbera in Somaliland be 
reoccupied. 
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24 February 1941 - Libya
• On the 24th scouting aircraft reported 

that 500 vehicles were moving south 
from Misurata, which is some 130 miles 
east of Tripoli. 

• On the same day Savige's force on the 
frontier received its most telling evidence 
so far of the aggressiveness of the troops 
opposing them. 

• Two troops of armoured cars of the King's 
Dragoon Guards and a troop of Australian 
anti-tank guns were patrolling near 
Agheila when they were fired on by a 
force including tanks. 

• Lieutenant Rowley, commanding the anti-
tank troop, and two members of the crew 
of an armoured car, which was disabled, 
were captured by the Germans, who had 
seven tanks, three armoured cars and 
fourteen motor-cycle combinations. The 
Germans withdrew with their prisoners, 
and towing the disabled car. 
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Misurata

Tripoli



24 February 1941 - London

• Whatever views Blamey may have held 
had not yet been placed before Menzies 
when he discussed the question of the 
expedition to Greece in London at a 
meeting of the British War Cabinet on 
24th February. 

Menzies with Churchill, London 1941
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24 February 1941 - London
• In the end the War Cabinet 

gave its unanimous approval, 
with one important 
reservation: the 
Governments of Australia and 
New Zealand had to agree 
before their divisions were 
employed. 

• Churchill on 24 February 
advised Eden that there was 
‘No need anticipate 
difficulties in either quarter.’ 
‘Therefore’, he continued, 
‘while being under no 
illusions, we all send you the 
order “Full steam ahead”.
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Churchill             Atlee                      Eden                       Greenwood

Anderson Bevin                     Beaverbrook         Wood

Members of the War Cabinet



25 February 1941 – North Africa

• Early on 25 February 4 RMT, tried 
and tested veterans now, the most 
experienced unit in 2 NZEF, moved 
off laden with souvenirs on its long 
journey of over 500 miles 
eastwards to Helwan in Egypt.

• The same day, the Support Group 
of the 7th Armoured Division left 
for Egypt.

• The naval whaler HMS Sarna (268 
GRT, 1930) struck a mine and was 
beached in the Suez Canal with the 
loss of one crew member.
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26 February 1941 - Wellington
• On 23 February General Freyberg had, without mentioning Greece, given the 

New Zealand Government ‘an appreciation of the situation and our likely role and 
fitness for it.’ 

• As soon as 5 Brigade had arrived from Britain, been refitted and hardened up, the 
Division could take the field. ‘Therefore, I feel that should the British Government 
request the release of the New Zealand Expeditionary Force for a full operational 
role the New Zealand Government can now do so with confidence.’ 

• When a cable was received from Britain on 26 February stating that the despatch 
of the New Zealand Division was an essential part of the plan to assist Greece and 
that Mr Menzies was advising his Government to permit the use of the Australian 
divisions, the Government naturally assumed that General Freyberg had been 
consulted; in fact his words, ‘full operational role’, were repeated in the cable 
which gave its consent. 

• Had the Government not made this assumption it would certainly have asked for 
his opinion, and had there been no reference to the acceptance of the plan by 
Menzies a more detailed statement might have been asked for.
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26 February 1941 - Wellington
• On the 26th the New Zealand 

Government (which had not yet 
received a copy of Eden's cable 
about the Athens Conference of 
the 22nd) concurred in the 
expedition on the understanding 
that its division was fully 
equipped and accompanied by 
an armoured brigade.
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Peter Frazer Prime Minister of New 
Zealand April 1940 –December 1949



26 February - Melbourne 
• The Australian War Cabinet, at its meeting on 26th February, had before it a cablegram 

from the Dominions Office setting out the proposal for aid to Greece and requesting 
Australian concurrence, and a personal telegram from Menzies to Fadden setting out the 
various considerations and reaching the conclusion: "With some anxiety, my own 
recommendation to my colleagues is that we should concur". 

• They did not have any advice from Blamey.

• The War Cabinet decided to concur in the despatch of the two Australian divisions to 
Greece. The major persuasions appear to have been, 
• first, that there was an obligation to Greece and, as Fadden put it on another occasion, "the 

abandonment of Greece in the circumstances was unthinkable";
• that a British abandonment of Greece would have a bad effect, particularly in the United States of 

America, and would lessen the hope of support against Germany; 
• the formation of a Balkan front would have strategical advantages in making Germany fight at the 

end of long lines of communication and would give the Allies a platform for bombing Italian and 
Rumanian oilfields; 

• German moves made a decision urgent. 

• The War Cabinet was also told that Dill and Wavell held the view that on military grounds 
the venture was not an unreasonable risk.
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26 February 1941- Melbourne 

• The War Cabinet at this time 
consisted of:

• Robert Menzies (Prime Minister 
and Minister for Defence 
Coordination)

• Arthur Fadden (Treasurer)

• John McEwen (Minister for Air)

• Percy Spender (Minister for the 
Army)

• Billy Hughes (Attorney-General and 
Minister for the Navy)

• Harry Foll (Minister for Interior)

MELBOURNE, 1939-09-27. INAUGURAL MEETING OF 
THE AUSTRALIAN WAR CABINET. 
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26 February 1941- Melbourne 

• The War Cabinet applied itself to improving the conditions under 
which they were sent on this adventure. 

• It asked that the fullest possible consideration be given, both before 
and after the despatch to augmenting the force and to ensuring that 
under no circumstances were troops allotted to this task unless 
equipped on the maximum establishment scale. 

• Consent to the employment of the A.I.F. was made conditional on 
plans having been completed beforehand to ensure that evacuation, 
if necessitated, could be successfully undertaken.
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26 February 1941 - Ankara
• From Athens the delegation travelled 

to Ankara, where they arrived on 26th 
February. 

• Eden told the Turkish leaders that 
Britain was sending about four 
divisions to Greece and consequently 
had none to offer Turkey. 

• The Turks said that they lacked 
adequate military equipment and 
were unwilling to forgo their 
neutrality and join in forming a Balkan 
front until they were better equipped. 

• In any event they regarded the 
Yugoslav Government as unreliable. MR. EDEN AND GEN. SIR JOHN DILL'S VISIT TO 

TURKEY. GENERAL SIR JOHN DILL WITH THE GREEK 
MILITARY ATTACHE - ANKARA.
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26 February 1941- Egypt
• On 26th February Blamey gave directions for the 

reorganisation of the A.I.F. in the Middle East. The 
detailed orders were issued at Headquarters British 
Troops in Egypt at a staff conference called by the I 
Australian Corps, just arrived from Cyrenaica.

• The infantry of the 9th Division would now 
comprise the 20th, 24th and 26th Brigades, the 
artillery, the 2/7th, 2/8th and 2/12th Field 
Regiments and the 2/3rd Anti-Tank Regiment. The 
regrouping was to be effective forthwith "as a 
temporary expedient only". 

• The 9th Division, less its field artillery which was 
not yet equipped or fully trained, was to be 
prepared to move to Cyrenaica immediately to 
relieve the 6th Division. 

• The 20th Brigade, which would go first, was 
warned to be prepared to move within 24 hours. It 
was intended that this brigade, which had been 
formed two months earlier than the others and 
had been longer in the Middle East, should take 
over in the forward zone. 

• The other brigades would be employed on garrison 
duties in the Derna-Tobruk area and undergo 
further training. 
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26 February 1941- Egypt
• General Morshead found himself in command of an infantry division composed of 

brigades selected by the test that they were the least trained or most recently 
enlisted, and now destined for garrison duty on a frontier where the enemy was 
in contact.

• The 20th Brigade, formed in May 1940, had been in Palestine three months, the 
26th Brigade, formed in July 1940, about two months, and the 24th Brigade, also 
formed in July, less than one month. Not one unit had been issued with its full 
complement of arms.

• At the beginning of February none of these Brigades had done any exercises as 
Battalions let alone as Brigades.

• The fact that two of the Brigades had just been re-assigned to 9th Div "as a 
temporary expedient only“ cannot have contributed to divisional esprit de corps. 

• The Official History believes that General Morshead, “Ming the Merciless” to the 
troops, and his chief staff officer Colonel Lloyd were uniquely qualified to swiftly 
mould these raw units into a division fit for the vital role of frontier defence. 

• One of the authorities quoted to support this view was Chester Wilmot. 
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26 February 1941- Egypt
• CHESTER WILMOT, WAR CORRESPONDENT FROM THE ABC RADIO 

BROADCAST UNIT, TELLING THE WORLD ALL ABOUT IT IN 
MAKESHIFT CONDITIONS ON THE BACK OF A TRUCK. THE WHITE 
HOOD OVER THE MICROPHONE IS TO STOP THE WIND.

• The reference in the history is justified and supported by this 
remarkable footnote.

• R. W. W. (Chester) Wilmot. War correspondent for ABC 
1940-42, for BBC 1944-45. Author and broadcaster; of 
Melbourne; b. Brighton, Vic, 21 Jun 1911. Killed in 
aircraft accident 10 Jan 1954. Author of “Tobruk” 
(1944), the first authoritative published account of the 
siege, and “The Struggle for Europe” (1952). He was 
chosen in 1946 as the author of the present volume, 
and was killed while returning to England after visiting 
Australia to confer with the General Editor.

• Wilmot was en route back to Britain on BOAC Flight 781 
when his plane, a Comet 1, broke up following 
explosive decompression over the Mediterranean Sea; 
all aboard were killed.
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26 February - Libya

• Mackay visited Savige on the 26th and, as a result, agreed to send 
another battalion forward to him (though two of its companies 
remained behind, on duty at Beda Fomm and Agedabia).
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26 February 1941 – Red Sea
• Walker in Parramatta wrote in January 1941 

that the morale of the ship's company 
remained high, but 

• “disappointment is of course felt that the ship 
has not yet been able to participate in a 
surface action or active operation.”

• Of a north-bound convoy which Parramatta 
joined off Aden on the 26th February, Walker 
wrote: 

• It was an inspiring sight when formed, 
consisting as it did of 21 of the largest troop 
ships escorted by a cruiser, two escort vessels 
and a destroyer; the second most expensive 
convoy to which we have been attached, with 
a total tonnage of over 320,000. 

• New Zealand troops in the Athlone Castle 
(25,564 tons), commodore of the convoy, 
hailed Parramatta with "Hello! Pommies"; 
Walker remarked that his ship's company 
"indignantly repudiated the aspersion". 
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HMAS Parramatta



27 February 1941 – Indian Ocean
• In the morning of 27 February HMS Leander, 

patrolling in the Indian Ocean, was steaming 
eastwards, about 28 miles north of the Equator 
and 320 miles west of the Maldives. Captain Bevan 
then decided to make a cast to the northward. 

• After the capture of Mogadishu there was a 
possibility that Italian ships which had been lying 
there would have put to sea and might be making 
for the Far East through that area.

• At 10.37 a.m. a ship was sighted right ahead, and 
Leander increased speed to 23 knots. As the 
cruiser gradually neared her, suspicion was 
aroused. It could be seen that a gun was mounted 
on the ship's forecastle and her general silhouette 
resembled that of the Italian RAMB class of fruit 
carriers. 

• The Leander went to action stations at 11.15 a.m. 
and ordered the vessel to hoist her colours and she 
responded by hoisting the British merchant ensign. 

• When ordered to make her signal letters the 
stranger hoisted four letters which were not listed 
in British signal books. The Leander then made the 
secret challenge, but the ship did not reply and 
kept her course and speed. 
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HMNZS Leander at sea in 1945. A light cruiser with eight six 
inch guns. Sister ships included HMNZS Achilles and HMAS 
Hobart, Perth and Sydney. On 1 October 1941 the Royal 
Navy New Zealand Division became the Royal New Zealand 
Navy (RNZN) and she was commissioned as HMNZS Leander.



27 February 1941 – Indian Ocean
• An armed boarding party had been standing by 

and ‘it was now decided to board.’ At 11.45 a.m. 
the ship was ordered to ‘stop instantly’. No reply 
was received, but a few minutes later she hoisted 
the Italian merchant ensign and trained her guns 
on the Leander.

• The cruiser was now broad on the Italian ship's 
beam and, at a range of 3,000 yards, was an 
excellent target for its guns and possible torpedo 
attack. At 11.53 a.m. the enemy opened fire, and 
thirty seconds later the Leander fired her first 
broadside.

• The enemy's fire was erratic and short, and it was 
estimated that not more than three rounds were 
fired from each gun. A few shell splinters hit the 
Leander, which got off five salvoes in one minute 
and ‘then checked fire to observe results’, 
signalling by flags: ‘Do you surrender?’ 

• It was then seen that the enemy was abandoning 
ship and that the Italian flag had been struck. A 
number of hits had been made, all in the forepart 
of the ship, and through a large hole in her side it 
was seen that a fire had broken out.
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Italian ship RAMB I on fire after the engagement with 
Leander



27 February 1941 – Indian Ocean
• The Leander's boarding cutter was lowered with orders to board and, if possible, save the ship. 

Two lifeboats were leaving the vessel and men were jumping overboard or scrambling down her 
side. An Italian officer who was swimming hailed the boarding party and warned them not to 
approach the ship as she was burning fiercely and was heavily loaded with ammunition. The boat, 
therefore, lay off. 

• As the fire spread aft there was a heavy explosion before the bridge, flames and smoke shooting 
high above the ship, which was lying head to wind and well down by the bows. At 12.43 p.m. 
there was a violent explosion, evidently of a magazine. Five minutes later the ship sank under a 
vast cloud of black smoke from the oil fuel burning on the water. Meanwhile the Leander had 
picked up her own and the Italian boats while opening out from the burning ship.

• The Italian survivors comprised the captain, ten officers, and ninety-two ratings, of whom one 
was seriously wounded and four slightly injured. One man had been killed in the ship by shellfire. 
The seriously wounded rating died while undergoing surgical treatment during the afternoon and 
was buried with full naval honours at sunset. 

• From interrogation of the captain and other prisoners it was learned that the ship was RAMB I 
which had left Massawa at short notice on 20 February and passed into the Gulf of Aden during 
the night of the 21st. 

• She was under orders to raid merchant shipping on her passage towards the Dutch East Indies, 
pending further instructions as to her ultimate destination. Only one ship had been sighted 
before the Leander was encountered and that was in the vicinity of Socotra, an area considered 
too dangerous for an attack to be made.
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27 February 1941 - Libya
• On the 27th General Neame (photo) replaced 

General Wilson as commander in Cyrenaica. (General 
Neame is believed to be the only man ever to have 
won the VC and an Olympic Gold Medal).

• There was then only a shadow force west of Derna. 
It consisted of Mackay's headquarters with Savige's
brigade group and the 3rd Armoured Brigade under 
command.

• Savige had sent out an armoured car squadron with 
two platoons of infantry, a section of field guns and a 
section of anti-tank guns, on the 25th to return the 
compliment by ambushing the German force should 
it appear again. The enemy did not reappear on the 
ground. 

• However, on the 27th, a strong enemy air force 
effectively strafed the would-be ambushers, 
damaging three armoured cars and two trucks and 
causing nine casualties. 
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27 -28 February 1941 - Egypt
• The 20th Brigade (2/13th, 2/15th and 2/17th Battalions) was the first 

to move to Cyrenaica. 

• On 27th February, the day after the brigade's transfer to the 9th 
Division had been announced, the first road convoy carrying Brigadier 
Murray's headquarters set out from Kilo 89. 

• The first train left at 7 p.m. on the same day with the 2/13th Battalion 
on board. Within two days the whole brigade was moving westwards, 
mainly by train, across the Suez Canal and to Mersa Matruh where 
the desert railway terminated. 
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27 – 28 February 1941 – Mediterranean

• Perth sailed again from Alexandria 
on the 27th, and with Bonaventure 
covered the landing on Castellorizo
of the troops from Decoy and Hero.

• They were put ashore on the night 
of the 27th-28th. The enemy, 
however, had also effected 
landings, and continued heavy air 
attacks on the island and British 
forces. 

• As a result the commandos and 
garrison were withdrawn from the 
island a few hours later.
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28 February 1941 - Mediterranean
• On the 28th February Cunningham issued 

operation orders for "Lustre", the movement 
of troops from Egypt to Greece. 

• The operation entailed the transport of 
58,364 troops; 8,588 items of motor 
transport, guns and tanks; and stores and 
equipment in a series of convoys. 

• To carry troops through the Dodecanese 
danger zone as quickly as possible it was 
decided to transport a proportion of them in 
cruisers of the 3rd and 7th Squadrons.

• The motor anti-submarine boat MA/SB 3 
struck a mine and was beached in the Suez 
Canal on 28 February. There was no casualty. 
She was refloated on 3 March and towed to 
Suez, Egypt.

• The use of cruisers in Lustre became a 
necessity, as the mining of the Suez Canal 
prevented sufficient troopships being 
available.
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28 February 1941 - Libya

• After seeing Savige Mackay was impressed by the likelihood of a counter-
attack and, in a note written on 28th February, said that the possibility of 
the enemy attempting to regain Cyrenaica "cannot be ignored and must be 
vigilantly guarded against." 

• To this end he ordered vigorous patrolling by mobile columns, the setting 
of traps and ambushes and the improvement of the map. 

• That day air force pilots reported that the column of 500 vehicles which 
had been near Misurata on 24th February was now near the frontier. 

• The enemy had a great and growing superiority in the air and for some 
days had been carrying out effective daylight raids as far east as Tobruk.

• The British force in western Cyrenaica consisted of one seasoned infantry 
brigade and one armoured brigade which had had little experience of the 
desert. 
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28 February 1941 - Libya

• On 28th February at 9.15 a.m. 
Squadron Leader Campbell shot 
down a Ju-88 three miles south 
of Benghazi. 

• Owing to poor anti-aircraft 
defences it was impracticable to 
keep aircraft permanently at 
Agedabia and the Germans 
quickly learnt to operate before 
the Hurricanes reached the 
forward area each morning or 
after they had left for Benina
each evening.
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28 February 1941 - Greece
• On 20th February Cullen (photo) personally 

destroyed two more Italian fighters over 
Paramythia.

• On the 23rd Cullen shot down a chance-
encountered enemy seaplane.

• On 27th February newly-acquired Hurricanes 
of No. 80 were given the credit of shooting 
down nine CR-42’s.

• On 28 February nine Hurricanes (No.  80 
Squadron) and nineteen Gladiators (No. 112 
Squadron) met large numbers of Italian 
fighters and bombers over the front line. At 
the end of an hour and a half No. 80 claimed 
fifteen victories and No. 112 another ten, and 
of these Cullen was credited with five—a 
squadron record—and Fry with two.

• Congratulatory messages were received 
almost daily, although AVM D'Albiac seems to 
have believed throughout that his aircraft 
were being misemployed.
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February 1941 - Singapore
• The arrival of Brewster Buffalo 

fighters from the United States 
in February 1941 had eased the 
problem of lack of fighter planes 
somewhat. 

• Altogether 167 Buffaloes were 
received and by the end of May 
the formation of four squadrons 
armed with these aircraft had 
been authorised. 
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Brewster Buffalo Mk Is being inspected by RAF 
personnel at RAF Sembawang, Singapore on 12 
October 1941.



February 1941 - Melbourne
• In February the War Cabinet, advised by the chiefs of staff and Brooke Popham, decided  

• that the 8th Division, instead of joining the Australian Corps in the Middle East as had 
been intended, be retained for use in the Australian area and East Asia. 

• to send one A.I.F. battalion to Rabaul. 

• and to hold two other such groups ready to go to Timor and Ambon when war became 
an immediate threat.  

• to move one A.I.F. infantry brigade group, to the Darwin-Alice Springs area. These, with 
units already at Darwin, could provide one battalion for Timor and one brigade group for 
the Darwin area, as well as coast and anti-aircraft units. 

• to distribute one militia battalion between Port Moresby and Thursday Island; 

• and decided to raise two reserve motor transport companies and one motor ambulance 
unit for service in Malaya, to overcome a shortage of drivers there which Brooke-Popham 
had mentioned.

• In February 1941, No. 7 Infantry Training Centre was established at Foster. Volunteers 
were called for and every six weeks, enough officers and N.C.O.s were trained to staff 
one Australian and one New Zealand independent company.
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2 March 1941 -
• On 1st March, while the conversations at Ankara were in progress, a report arrived that the 

German Army had begun to enter Bulgaria.

• The British envoys returned to Athens next day. 

• There Mr Ronald Campbell, the British Minister at Belgrade, informed Mr Eden that the Yugoslav 
Government was frightened of Germany, but there was a chance that "if they knew our plans for 
aiding Greece they might be ready to help". 

• Major-General Heywood, head of the British Military Mission in Greece, told the British delegates 
that General Papagos was unwilling to order the withdrawal of his troops from eastern 
Macedonia to the Vermion-Olympus line until the Yugoslays had defined their attitude, and that 
Papagos now said that it was too late to do so, the Germans having entered Bulgaria.

• The British leaders had believed that this withdrawal had already begun.

• Papagos said that his understanding was that the movement was to await a reply from Yugoslavia.

• Eden and Dill then urged Papagos to withdraw his divisions to the new line forthwith. Papagos
replied that he could not now do so, because it would take fifteen days to carry out the move and, 
as the Germans had now entered Bulgaria, they might attack while the Greek troops were 
retiring. 

• He proposed that the British force be disembarked at Salonika and sent forward to help his four 
divisions to hold the passes in Macedonia and defend Salonika.
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2 March 1941 - Egypt
• On 2nd March, a bleak day of 

cold and rain, brigade 
headquarters and the 2/13th 
Battalion both reached Mersa
Matruh, closely followed by the 
2/15th and 2/17th .

Australia's War 24 Feb 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 5 34

Mersa Matruh

Tobruk



• Thanks for your attention
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