
Australia’s War:
80 years ago this week

3 March 1941
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3 March 1941 – Middle East

• At the request of Eden and Dill, 
Wavell hastened to Athens, 
arriving on 3rd March.

Australia's War 3 March 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 5 2



4 March 1941 - Athens
• On 4th March, at a meeting which the King 

attended, Papagos proposed as a compromise 
that the forces in eastern Macedonia 
(including the 7th, 14th and 18th Divisions) 
should remain in the Metaxas Line along the 
Bulgarian frontier, but that forces in western 
Thrace be withdrawn; and 

• that the 12th Division from western Thrace 
and the 20th and 19th, his only general 
reserve, should join the British force on the 
Vermion-Olympus position. 

• If Yugoslavia fought, the troops in that 
position could move forward into the Metaxas 
Line. 

• If Yugoslavia was neutral the three weak 
divisions and other smaller groups in eastern 
Macedonia (they possessed only twenty-one 
battalions between them) would hold the 
Metaxas Line as long as they could and then 
attempt to withdraw to the rear line. 
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4 March 1941 - Athens
• The British delegates considered that they now 

were faced with the choice of accepting 
Papagos' plan "of attempting to dribble our 
forces piecemeal up to the Macedonian 
frontier", or accepting his compromise, or 
withdrawing the offer of military support 
altogether. 

• They decided that the first course would be 
disastrous for military reasons and the third 
disastrous for political reasons and agreed to 
the second, with some misgivings. (To adopt 
the third course would have entailed turning 
back the first large convoy of British troops, 
which was due at Piraeus, the port of Athens, 
on the 7th.) 

• A condition of acceptance of Papagos' 
compromise plan was that General Wilson 
should command the whole force on the 
Vermion-Olympus line. To prevent further 
misunderstanding the agreement was put in 
writing.

AVM Drummond, Eden, Wavell, Wilson.
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4 March 1941 - Greece
• The next day, 4th March, flying a Hurricane, Cullen 

was escorting 14 Blenheims near Himarë in 
southern Albania. 

• After the Blenheims had bombed their target (five 
Italian warships) and were on their return flight, 
Flight Lieutenant Pattle – one of the leading British 
“aces” of the war – ordered the four Hurricanes to 
hunt in pairs over the warships where a number of 
Italian fighters were seen.

• At once, a lone Fiat G.50bis attacked Pattle and his 
wingman, Cullen.

• Pattle reported shooting down the Fiat and 
watching it spiral into a mountainside but, at this 
moment, a second Fiat jumped Richard Cullen’s 
Hurricane and he was not seen again.

• The aircraft crashed near Himarë, and Cullen was 
Killed in Action.

• Though born in Australia Cullen’s family had 
returned to England when he was two.

• Prior to joining the RAF Cullen had fought with the 
International Brigades in the Spanish Civil War.
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Squadron Leader Pattle, OC No. 33 Squadron RAF, 
and the Squadron Adjutant, Flight Lieutenant 
Rumsey, standing by a Hawker Hurricane at Larissa, 
Thessaly, Greece.



4 March 1941 – Indian Ocean
• The 4th March found Canberra steaming 

reconnoitring the northern portion of Saya de 
Malha Bank. The day was still and the sea 
calm. Visibility was extreme, and the sky clear 
except for isolated groups of rain clouds. At 
1.53 p.m. Canberra catapulted her aircraft. 

• At 4.28 p.m., when Canberra was in 8 degrees 
42 minutes south 61 degrees 42 minutes east, 
steering S.S.W. at 17.5 knots, the masthead 
lookout reported smoke on the starboard 
bow. 

• Canberra's captain (Farncomb) altered course 
to close and increased to 25 knots, and six 
minutes later the aircraft reported two ships, 
shortly amplifying this to an armed raider 
with a tanker. 

• Actually, as was soon learned, the strangers 
were the German Motor Vessel Coburg and 
Ketty Brovig, a Norwegian tanker, which had 
been captured by the German raider Atlantis.
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Captain Farncomb, RAN, leaving HMAS Perth to meet 
Mayor La Guardia. The Perth was at New York during 
a visit to represent Australia at the 1939 World Fair.



4 March 1941 – Indian Ocean
• By this time the ships were in sight 

from Canberra's bridge, and had 
themselves sighted the cruiser. They 
parted company, Coburg to the north 
and the tanker to the south, and both 
disregarding Canberra's signals. 

• Farncomb concentrated first on 
Coburg, the supposed raider. This ship 
disregarded a warning salvo ahead, 
and at 5.6 p.m. Canberra opened fire 
on her at about 21,000 yards. 

• At this stage Farncomb still thought 
she was an armed raider, possibly with 
torpedo tubes; and with this in mind 
manoeuvred to keep the range over 
19,000 yards. At 5.16 p.m. fire was 
checked when Coburg was seen to be 
on fire just abaft the bridge.
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4 March 1941 – Indian Ocean
• Meanwhile Canberra's aircraft was 

paying attention to Ketty Brovig. Lt 
Malleson, the observer, assumed that 
Canberra would engage Coburg, so he 
decided to make the tanker heave to, 
and at intervals dropped four bombs 
close to her. 

• The last two fell in her wake, and at 
about 5.10 p.m. she stopped. From his 
position aloft Malleson could see that 
both ships had taken scuttling action 
and were being abandoned, and so 
informed Canberra, but Farncomb
refrained from closing immediately 
"as I was still suspicious of a `booby 
trap' in the merchant ship in the 
shape of a couple of torpedoes".
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4 March 1941 – Indian Ocean
• Malleson now decided to land and 

board the tanker before she sank. 
The aircraft landed alongside, and 
Malleson stripped and swam the 
twenty yards or so to the ship. 

• "I regret," he later wrote, "that the 
sensible course of using the rubber 
dinghy did not occur to me, and for 
my own peace of mind I did not see 
the several sharks that were 
cruising round until I was safely 
back in the aircraft." 

• He made a hasty survey of the ship, 
collected what papers he could, 
and signalled Canberra that she 
might be saved if a salvage party 
were sent immediately. 

Australia's War 3 March 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 5 9



4 March 1941 – Indian Ocean
• At 6.38 p.m. Leander appeared on the scene and was requested to stand by Coburg while 

Canberra closed Ketty Brovig and sent a party on board. 

• It was, however, not possible to save her. She was badly down by the stern. Engine and boiler 
rooms were full of scalding water; and water was lapping in the open ports of the after 
accommodation. In an endeavour to close these one of the boarding party had an unpleasant few 
minutes when a wave swept through the port he was trying to secure, flooded the room he was 
in, and slammed and jammed the door. He was, however, released with a wetting and the loss of 
his boots.

• Before Leander could reach Coburg, that ship sank, at 6.50 p.m., and Leander picked up her crew. 

• Ketty Brovig was slower, and her end was hastened by a few rounds of 4-inch shells from 
Canberra, who picked up the Germans, Norwegians, and Chinese who formed her company.

• Down in the engine and boiler rooms of Canberra a description of the happenings above was 
passed over the loud speakers from time to time and, Commander (E) reported "held the ratings' 
interest more than a broadcast of a Test Match with Bradman batting against Larwood" .

• The decision of the CinC East Indies to withhold the news for the time being was justified by the 
fact that the loss of the Ketty Brovig and Coburg was not known to the German Navy. In response 
to representations by the New Zealand Government through the Naval Board, the Admiralty 
authorised publication of a brief statement in New Zealand and Australia on 12 April.
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4 March 1941 – Indian Ocean
• Only half an hour elapsed from the time 

Canberra's ship's company was aware of the 
presence of an enemy and the time of 
opening fire, and the initial excitement 
persisted for some time after closing up at 
action stations. In consequence various minor 
mistakes in drill were made. As Farncomb
later remarked: 
• It should be remembered that Canberra has 

carried out many abortive air reconnaisances in 
the past few months with greater expectation of 
meeting an enemy than on this occasion . . . . 
The "shoot" on the 4th March was an excellent 
rehearsal for the real thing, with the added 
advantage that the enemy was unable to profit 
by our errors. 

• As it was, no harm was done; but 215 rounds 
of 8-inch ammunition were fired in the 
"shoot". 

• The two enemy ships took scuttling action 
with such celerity that their loss could not in 
any case have been prevented.
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Coburg and Ketty Brovig
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4 March 1941 – Indian Ocean
• Farncomb's report of his encounter, received in Navy Office in April 1941, was the subject of some 

comment and implied criticism by the Naval Staff. His report in itself made no mention of the 
expenditure of 215 rounds of 8-inch ammunition, though this was detailed in the attached 
gunnery report. 

• Durnford, the Second Naval Member, who was Acting Chief of the Naval Staff in the absence in 
Singapore of Admiral Colvin, noted on Farncomb's letter on the 26th April: "This report discreetly 
makes no reference to ammunition expended. Is any further action suggested?“

• Four days later the letter was initialled by the Deputy Chief of the Naval Staff, Burnett, indicating 
that he had read the file, including Durnford's comment.

• Some weeks later a letter dated 2nd July 1941, commenting on the encounter, was received at 
Navy Office from Admiral Leatham, CinC, East Indies. Referring to the expenditure of ammunition, 
Leatham wrote: 
• It was correct that Canberra should have taken precautions against the possibility of the supposed raider firing 

torpedoes, but I think it was being over cautious to avoid approaching nearer than 19,000 yards on this 
account. Had a more effective range been attained quickly the enemy might have been identified sooner and 
much ammunition saved.

• By the time this letter reached Navy Office, Burnett was away in command of Sydney. It is 
probable, however, that he knew of Leatham's comments, as a copy of Leatham's letter was sent, 
in August 1941, to the Rear-Admiral Commanding the Australian Squadron. 

• It is possible Burnett's action in closing Kormoran in Sydney was influenced by the implied 
criticism of Farncomb's standing off from Ketty Brovig and Coburg.  
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4 March 1941 - Mediterranean
• Since the Italian invasion of Greece, 

convoys—"AN" northbound and 
"AS" southbound—had run 
regularly between  Egypt and 
Piraeus. 

• The military transport and store 
ships of "Lustre" were now 
included in these convoys, which 
were sailed at more frequent 
intervals and had special fast 
convoys—"ANF" and "ASF"—added 
to their number. 

• Thus the first "Lustre" convoy, 
which left Egypt on the 4th March, 
was "AN.17". 

• Stuart, with Coventry, Hereward 
and Hyacinth, was on the screen of, 
"AN.17". 
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3-5 March 1941 - Tobruk

• On 3rd March, the brigade 
moved in four convoys, with 
brigade headquarters in the van, 
to Buq Buq; on the 4th to 
Tobruk. 

• Next day the troops were 
permitted to explore Tobruk, 
littered as it was with the debris 
of war; but a searing sandstorm 
blew up, blotting out the sun 
and discouraging all except the 
most determined ramblers. 
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TOBRUK. TROOPS WALK THROUGH TOBRUK AFTER A 
GERMAN BOMBING RAID. (C April 41)(NEGATIVE BY F. 
HURLEY).



5 March 1941 - Atlantic
• On 5th March Birch had been searching near 

Skellig Lighthouse in south-western Eire for 
three life-boats from the torpedoed Baltistan 
(6,803 tons). 

• Two Junkers 88s, which had shadowed him 
earlier in the morning, reappeared at noon 
and attacked Birch's Sunderland from the port 
bow. They turned half a mile astern and 
pressed a second attack home to a range of 
250 yards, while Birch dived down low on the 
water, and his rear-turret and dorsal gunners 
fired effective bursts. 

• The leading Junkers broke away to starboard, 
but was again hit and half a minute later it 
dived steeply into the sea. 

• The second Junkers also turned away to 
starboard, jettisoned two bombs, flew in a 
wide arc, and disappeared from view in a rain 
shower trailing smoke from its starboard 
engine. 

• Only one bullet hit the Sunderland which then 
continued its search. 
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Plymouth, England. C. 1940-07.  Flight Lieutenant H. 
Birch and Flying Officer A. G. H. Wearne (left), pilots 
of No. 10 Squadron RAAF, based at RAF Station 
Mount Batten.



5 March 1941 – Washington DC
• On 5th March General Marshall wrote 

to General Short, “I would appreciate

• your early review of the situation in 
the Hawaiian Department with regard 
to defence from air attack. The 
establishment of a satisfactory system 
of coordinating all means available to 
this end is a matter of first priority.”
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6th March 1941
• On the 6th Churchill sent a gloomy cable to 

Eden, including the following:

• Grave Imperial issues are raised by 
committing New Zealand and Australian 
troops to an enterprise which, as you say, has 
become even more hazardous. We are bound 
to lay before the Dominions Governments 
your and Chiefs of Staff appreciation. Cannot 
forecast their assent to operation. We do not 
see any reasons for expecting success, except 
that of course we attach great weight to 
opinions of Dill and Wavell.

• Eden replied that "in the existing situation we 
are all agreed that the course advocated 
should be followed and help given to Greece. 
We devoutly trust therefore that no 
difficulties will arise with regard to the 
dispatch of Dominions forces as arranged." 

• As Wavell wrote later, "there were practical 
difficulties in any reversal of plan ; the troops 
were on the move and a change would have 
caused confusion". 
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6 March 1941 - Cairo
• At 5 p.m. on 6 March Mr Eden, Sir John Dill and the 

three CinCs met in Cairo. They were worried by the 
evident reluctance of the Dominions to tempt 
fortune with their divisions, but General Wavell 
reassured them. 

• He had not yet seen General Blamey but he had 
informed General Freyberg of the new situation. 
‘General Freyberg though he realises the added 
difficulties was not perturbed and was prepared to 
go ahead. He had made no suggestion that his 
Government might be unwilling to go ahead.’

• In any case, the Foreign Secretary and the three 
commanders-in- chief still thought that an 
expedition must be sent to Greece. 

• Eden argued that a withdrawal at this stage would 
remove … any chance of bringing Yugoslavia into 
the war and might have incalculable effects upon 
the Turkish position. 

• Air Chief Marshal Longmore doubted whether the 
Royal Air Force could hold the Luftwaffe in Greece 
but he still thought that assistance must be given. 
Admiral Cunningham was anxious about air attacks 
on his convoys at sea and in the ports of 
disembarkation, but he too agreed that the 
decision they had made in Athens was the only 
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Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Longmore chatting to air 
crew members.



6 March 1941 - Cairo
• In Cairo at 10.15 p.m. the subject was again discussed, this time in the presence 

of General Smuts, an international statesman who had long since learnt that 
military and political action must go hand in hand. 

• He realised that everything depended upon the divisions being able to reach the 
Aliakmon line in time to halt the German advanced guard but, like the others, he 
failed to see how the expedition could now be held back. 

• The Greeks had been so successful in Albania that any failure to assist them 
would leave Britain discredited before the world. Some might argue that a 
German victory in the Balkans would almost wreck the cause but, in his opinion, 
the damage would be greater if Britain stood aside and did nothing. 

• Nevertheless, as Australia and New Zealand were to provide the greater 
proportion of the fighting troops, there could be repercussions if things went 
wrong.

• General Wavell then reported that since the meeting at 5 p.m. he had seen 
General Blamey and told him of the increased risks which might now have to be 
taken. He, like General Freyberg, had not expressed any wish to withdraw. At the 
suggestion of Mr Eden a note about the determined attitude of the Dominion 
commanders was immediately cabled to the War Office. 
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6-8 March 1941 - Mediterranean
• Between 1 p.m. and 6 p.m. on the 

6th AN.17 was seven times 
attacked by aircraft. Stuart was 
near-missed in the final attack, and 
Waller wrote: “This last aircraft 
seemed to be out for my blood and 
nursed his second bomb until I 
remained on a steady course. The 
bombs being so large, however, 
they could be followed all the way 
down and the requisite alteration 
could be made.” 

• The convoy was again attacked by a 
torpedo bomber the next morning , 
but reached Piraeus unharmed on 
the 8th. 
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6-8 March 1941 - Mediterranean
• In addition convoys of special troop 

carriers, including the cruisers, 
were instituted and designated 
"AG" northbound and "GA“ 
southbound. 

• "AG.1 ", comprising the cruisers 
York, Bonaventure and Gloucester, 
left Alexandria on the 6th and 
reached Piraeus on the 7th March, a 
day ahead of "AN.17".

• For the first six days of the 
movement, convoys sailed from 
Egypt for Greece every day, in 
some instances two leaving on the 
same date. 
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4-8 March 1941 - Mediterranean
• The scale of escort for "Lustre"—an 

average of three destroyers for each 
"AG-GA" convoy and two for each 
"AN-AS", with anti-aircraft cruisers 
during the more dangerous parts of 
the passage—imposed a heavy 
burden on the fleet.

• All the Australian destroyers were at 
some time or other engaged in 
escorting "Lustre" convoys.  

• In addition, cruisers were employed 
giving close cover in the Aegean, and 
during the greater part of the 
operation a proportion of the battle 
fleet was kept at sea to the west of 
Crete to provide heavy cover against 
possible Italian surface attack .
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6-8 March 1941 - Mediterranean
• The third "AG" convoy of three cruisers, 

Perth, Orion, and Ajax sailed from Alexandria 
on the 7th March. 

• Perth embarked 609 other ranks and 58 
officers, mostly British troops but including 89 
of the 3rd Australian Casualty Clearing 
Station. 

• The British officers, some of whom were in 
the opinion of the sailors "extremely 
helpless", did not travel light, and Perth found 
the amount of officers' baggage was a distinct 
embarrassment. 

• Included among the allowance of one valise 
and one suitcase were wardrobe trunks, 
wireless sets, large heavy suitcases and four 
dogs.

• The three cruisers made the passage from 
Alexandria to Piraeus via Kaso Strait at 26 
knots in ideal weather. There was no enemy 
interference, and Perth secured alongside at 
Piraeus at noon on the 8th.
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6 March 1941 - Aegean
• The Italian submarine Anfitrite

was sunk in the Aegean Sea 
(34°55′N 23°45′E) by HMS 
Greyhound. 
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Anfitrite



6 March 1941 - London
• On 6th March Mr Churchill 

issued the "Battle of the Atlantic 
directive" ordering that, until 
further notice, absolute priority 
in all directions was to be given 
to overcoming the U-boat and 
the FW-200. 

• This change was officially 
recorded in a new directive to 
Bomber Command on the 9th . 
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7 March 1941 - London
• The urgency of the situation had 

forced the War Cabinet to make its 
decision before the receipt of this 
last appreciation. With Menzies 
present, it had decided that 
because of the consistent attitude 
of General Dill, the commanders-
in-chief on the spot, and ‘the 
commanders of the forces to be 
employed’, Eden should be 
authorised to proceed with the 
operation.

• The Chiefs of Staff informed Wavell 
on the 7th that "Cabinet decided 
to authorise you to proceed with 
operations and by doing so Cabinet 
accepts for it full responsibility. 

• We will communicate with 
Australian and New Zealand 
Governments accordingly."
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Churchill             Atlee                      Eden                       Greenwood

Anderson Bevin                     Beaverbrook         Wood

Members of the War Cabinet



6-7 March 1941 - Libya
• On 6th March 20 brigade moved on 

westwards. 

• In the morning the convoy carrying the 
2/13th Battalion was attacked for half an 
hour by five Heinkel aircraft: two were 
killed and one wounded, and some 
damage was done to vehicles. 

• In the afternoon, the convoys descended 
by the magnificent Italian-built road, the 
Via Balbia, from the high escarpment to 
the small port of Derna, a town of white 
houses and flowering shrubs, but climbed 
the escarpment again by a zigzagging pass 
to the west of the town, and there 
camped for the night. 

• Next day the brigade continued on to 
Tocra, leaving the desert to pass through 
a land of wooded hills and green plains. 
Italian settlers still toiled in the fields, as if 
the war had never been.
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7 March 1941 – North Africa
• On 7th March, Morshead (photo) and Lloyd had 

flown from Cairo to Cyrenaica Command 
headquarters at Barce. 

• Morshead was to take over responsibility forthwith 
for the fighting troops in western Cyrenaica from 
Mackay. 

• On arrival at Barce, Morshead learned from Neame
that his responsibility for the forward troops would 
be of limited duration. It was intended that on or 
about 19th March the headquarters of the 2nd 
Armoured Division should take over command in 
the frontier area from the 9th Division and that, 
while the 20th Brigade would stay in the forward 
zone, Morshead's headquarters should move to 
Ain el Gazala to exercise command of the 
remainder of his division and supervise its training.

• Thus one brigade of Morshead's division would 
assume a major operational role by providing the 
main infantry component of the frontier force but 
would not be under his command. 

• Morshead told Neame that he was "not impressed 
with this arrangement".
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8 March 1941 - London
• Menzies then cabled Fadden about the 

"changed and disturbing situation" in Greece 
on the return of Eden and Dill from Turkey 
and the written agreement with Papagos. 

• He said that the Cabinet's military advisers 
discounted the possibility of a successful 
thrust by a German armoured force in North 
Africa and believed that Benghazi could be 
held.

• He then underlined two issues: 
• first, that Eden and Dill had made a written 

agreement, and second, 
• that Eden, Dill and Wavell considered that the 

"adventure" had "reasonable prospect of 
success.

• I pointed out to Cabinet (he continued) that 
while Australia was not likely to refuse to take 
a great risk in a good cause, we must 
inevitably feel some resentment at the notion 
that a Minister, not authorised by us, should 
make an agreement binding upon us which 
substantially modifies a proposal already 
accepted by us.
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8 March 1941 - London
• Menzies added that, as an outcome of 

this protest, Churchill had cabled to Eden 
that he must be able to tell Australia and 
New Zealand that the campaign was 
being undertaken not because of 
commitments made by a British Minister 
but because Dill and the local 
commanders-in-chief were convinced 
that there was a "reasonable fighting 
chance".

• Menzies reported that the Commanders-
in-Chief in the Middle East reaffirmed 
their belief in the proposal and that 
Generals Blamey and Freyberg (the 
commander of the New Zealand Division) 
were "agreeable"; and he added that it 
was important in relation to the world at 
large and particularly America not to 
abandon the Greeks "who have of all our 
Allies fought the most gallantly".
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8 March 1941 – North Africa
• The auxiliary minesweeper HMS Dart 

(25 GRT) struck a mine and sank in the 
Suez Canal with the loss of two of her 
four crew.

• On 8th March 20 brigade, in the final 
stages of its journey, passed the 
outskirts of Benghazi along an avenue 
of Australian gum-trees, then drove 
south out into the desert to the 
Agedabia area. 

• The 2/13th was detached and sent to 
the coast near Beda Fomm, less one 
company which was left at Barce as a 
security guard for the headquarters of 
Cyrenaica Command.

• 9 Divisional headquarters arrived at 
Tobruk on the same day to take over 
command from Mackay.
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9th March –North Africa
• On the 9th March Brigadier Murray 

(photo), commanding the 20th Brigade of 
the 9th Australian Division, arrived at 
Brigadier Savige's headquarters to take 
over from him and to arrange for the 20th

Brigade (which had arrived the night 
before) to relieve the 17th Brigade. 

• That day General Mackay flew to Cairo to 
report to General Wavell and discuss the 
movement of the 6th Australian Division 
to Greece. 
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9th March –North Africa
• The relief of Savige's brigade by Murray's 

was completed before midnight on 9th 
March. Immediately after dusk, Lt-Col 
Marlan's 2/15th Battalion and Lt-Col 
Crawford's 2/17th Battalion moved up to 
the Marsa Brega area. 

• The 2/15th Battalion relieved the forward 
companies of the 2/5th and 2/7th 
Battalions half a mile north-east of Marsa
Brega while, some ten miles farther back, 
the 2/17th relieved the main body of the 
2/7th Battalion. 

• Lt-Col Burrows' 2/13th Battalion (less the 
company at Barce), as brigade reserve, 
remained in the Beda Fomm area near 
the coast some 13 miles south-west of 
the town and was ordered to provide 
detachments to guard important road 
centres. 
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9 March 1941 - Atlantic
• The 10 Squadron Sunderlands at Mount 

Batten were used for convoy patrols to the 
west of Ireland during the early part of the 
month, and on 9th March Squadron Leader 
Cohen sighted and attacked a U-boat in 
position 51 degrees 53 minutes north, 18 
degrees 28 minutes west. 

• In order to conserve fuel the two depth-
charges on the port side had been hauled 
inboard during the search for the convoy, and 
when the U-boat was sighted suddenly in 
poor visibility only two miles distant there 
was no time to wind them out before an 
immediate attack was made on the crash-
diving submarine. 

• Two depth-charges set to explode at 100 feet 
and 150 feet respectively were dropped in 
this initial attack and then the remaining two 
were dropped ahead on track set deep at 400 
feet. 

• The convoy was found within half an hour and 
destroyers directed to the position of this 
attack. The U-boat was assessed as "probably 
slightly damaged". 
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9 March 1941 - Atlantic

• The Greek cargo ship Marathon 
(7,296 GRT, 1919) was shelled 
and sunk in the South Atlantic 
(approximately 21°N 25°W) by 
Scharnhorst. 

• All crew were taken as prisoners 
of war.
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Marathon



Early March 1941 - Atlantic
• Steps to meet the threat of Uboats off Africa were being taken by providing air 

bases in that area, and three New Zealanders who had been flying Sunderlands
over the Western Approaches from the early days of the war took a prominent 
part in the establishment of the first base for anti-submarine aircraft in West 
Africa. 

• Flight Lieutenant T. P. Gibson was in charge of the ground and maintenance party 
which sailed from the United Kingdom in February 1941. 

• Then, early in March two of the first three Sunderlands to fly to Freetown, were 
piloted by Flight Lieutenant Evison and Flying Officer Baggott. 

• Their initial attempt was not without incident. On the first stage of the flight from 
Plymouth to Gibraltar, Baggott had an engine failure off Cape Finisterre but 
managed to reach Gibraltar safely. Evison was forced down in Portugal owing to 
shortage of petrol and he and his crew were interned. However, they managed to 
escape and returned to England by way of Gibraltar to collect another aircraft. 
Meanwhile the third Sunderland had been damaged at Gibraltar in a gale and had 
to return to England for repairs.
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9 March 1941 - Melbourne
It was puzzling for the Australian 
Ministers when, on 9th March, a 
cable from General Blamey reached 
Mr Spender, the Minister for the 
Army, in which Blamey asked 
permission to submit his views 
before the A.I.F. was committed.

The Ministers knew that the A.I.F. 
was already committed, and had 
been informed that Blamey was 
"agreeable". 

Spender instructed Blamey to 
express his opinion.
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• Thanks for your attention
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