
Australia’s War:
80 years ago this week
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18 August 1941 – North Africa
• Blamey reported developments to Mr Spender* (photo) in a 

letter written on 18th August. 

• The 7th Divisional Cavalry Regiment, he said , had at last 
been withdrawn from Cyprus and had rejoined the 7th 
Division. 

• The relief of the troops in Tobruk had begun; the Polish 
Brigade would relieve the 18th Brigade in the next fortnight. 

• In due course these reliefs would set free from Syria the 6th 
Divisional Cavalry Regiment and a composite brigade of the 
6th (Australian) Division, thus enabling the re-assembly of 
the latter division to be completed. He continued: 

• There has been a great deal of opposition to the relief of the 
troops in Tobruk and it certainly does present difficulties, but 
they can all be overcome. I am perfectly sure in my own 
mind that these are largely due to the Staff opposition to our 
desire to concentrate the three Australian divisions as a 
single command. It is quite certain, however, that if the relief 
does not take place within the next two or three months the 
fighting efficiency of these troops will decline to a 
considerable degree.

• *P.C. Spender Minister for the Army 27 October 1940 to 7 
October 1941. Minister for External Affairs 1949- 1951. 
Ambassador to the USA 1951-1958. Judge of the 
International Court of Justice 1958-1964. President of the 
International Court of Justice 1964-1967.
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18 August 1941 - North Africa
• On 18th August Brigadier Godfrey had 

issued an order instructing "that 
battalions adopt an active and 
aggressive patrolling policy" during 
their occupation of the eastern sector. 

• Recce patrols will penetrate deeply to 
check location of enemy dispositions 
and minefields, and to collect 
information with a view to carrying 
out fighting patrols and raids. 

• Reconnaissance of certain areas was 
to receive particular attention . 
Battalion commanders were to 
consider opportunities, and submit 
plans, for "effective raiding both by 
night and day".
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18 August 1941 - London
• A report into the accuracy of British bombing 

was initiated by Lord Cherwell, a friend of 
Churchill’s and chief scientific advisor to the 
Cabinet. David Bensusan-Butt, a civil servant 
in the War Cabinet Secretariat and an 
assistant of Cherwell’s, was given the task of 
assessing 633 target photos and comparing 
them with crews' claims.

• When Churchill became Prime Minister, he 
appointed Lindemann as the British 
government's leading scientific adviser. 
Lindemann attended meetings of the War 
Cabinet, accompanied the prime minister on 
conferences abroad, and sent him an average 
of one missive a day. He saw Churchill almost 
daily for the duration of the war and wielded 
more influence than any other civilian adviser.

• Photo Professor F A Lindemann (later Lord 
Cherwell), with Winston Churchill and Dr D A 
Crow (Chief Superintendent Projectile 
Development, Ministry of Supply), with Vice 
Admiral Tom Phillips VCNS in the background, 
watching a demonstration of a secret anti-
aircraft device at an experimental 
establishment at Holt, Norfolk. Australia's War 18 August 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 22 4



18 August 1941 - London
• General Ismay, Churchill’s chief of staff, recalled:

• Churchill used to say that the Prof's brain was a beautiful 
piece of mechanism, and the Prof did not dissent from 
that judgement. He seemed to have a poor opinion of 
the intellect of everyone with the exception of Lord 
Birkenhead, Mr Churchill and Professor Lindemann; and 
he had a special contempt for the bureaucrat and all his 
ways. The Ministry of Supply and the Ordnance Board 
were two of his pet aversions, and he derived a great 
deal of pleasure from forestalling them with new 
inventions. In his appointment as Personal Assistant to 
the Prime Minister no field of activity was closed to him. 
He was as obstinate as a mule, and unwilling to admit 
that there was any problem under the sun which he was 
not qualified to solve. He would write a memorandum on 
high strategy one day, and a thesis on egg production on 
the next. He seemed to try to give the impression of 
wanting to quarrel with everybody, and of preferring 
everyone's room to their company; but once he had 
accepted a man as a friend, he never failed him, and 
there are many of his war-time colleagues who will ever 
remember him with deep personal affection. He hated 
Hitler and all his works, and his contribution to Hitler's 
downfall in all sorts of odd ways was considerable.
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18 August 1941 - London
• David Bensusan-Butt, a civil servant in the War Cabinet Secretariat and an assistant of Cherwell’s, was given 

the task of assessing 633 target photos and comparing them with crews' claims. The results in the Butt 
report, first circulated on 18 August 1941, were a shock to many.

• “Any examination of night photographs taken during night bombing in June and July points to the following 
conclusions:

• Of those aircraft recorded as attacking their target, only one in three got within 5 miles.
• Over the French ports, the proportion was two in three; over Germany as a whole, the proportion was one in four; over the 

Ruhr it was only one in ten.
• In the full moon, the proportion was two in five; in the new moon it was only one in fifteen. ...
• All these figures relate only to aircraft recorded as attacking the target; the proportion of the total sorties which reached

within 5 miles is less than one-third. ...”

• A significant percentage of bombers were prevented from reaching the target by mechanical or navigation 
failure or weather or enemy action so the proportion of sorties dispatched bombing within 5 miles was 
significantly less than Butt’s numbers.

• Butt’s review covered two months when weather in Europe is better than average. Bombing results would 
be expected to be worse in worse weather.

• Even the biggest industrial target would take up only a small fraction of a 5 mile radius circle, which further 
reduces the percentage of bombs actually hitting the target. 

• A damning speech was delivered in the House of Commons by the Member of Parliament for the University 
of Cambridge, Professor A. V. Hill—the noted research scientist and previously a member of the committee 
that had sponsored research into radar. His speech pointed out that

• “The loss of production in the worst month of the Blitz was about equal to that due to the Easter holidays.... The Air Ministry 
have been ... too optimistic.... We know most of the bombs we drop hit nothing of importance. ...”(24/2/1942)

• One counter-measure which was attempted at this time was to expedite the supply of night cameras so that 
the area of bomb release might be identified and bombing accuracy checked.Australia's War 18 August 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 22 6



19 August 1941 - France 
• On 19th August Kenley Wing acted as high escort cover for 

Blenheims attacking Gosnay power-station. Squadrons 
proceeded in sections, line abreast, No. 452 to port at 
20,000 feet, No . 485 to starboard at 17,000 feet and No. 
602 leading in the centre at 15,000 feet. 

• As soon as the French coast was crossed enemy aircraft, 
finally thought to aggregate about 100, began to converge 
on the Circus. 

• Before reaching the target one Messerschmitt dived to 
attack Pilot Officer Willis who was slightly wounded, and 
with a damaged aircraft forced to break formation and 
return to base. Truscott, however half-rolled and dived 
after the Messerschmitt and, opening fire at 100 yards' 
range, saw a section of the enemy's port wing fly off, after 
which it dropped vertically into cloud at 4,000 feet 
apparently out of control. 

• Truscott rejoined the squadron which was hotly beset, 
continuous enemy attacks splitting up the sections which 
fought their way back from the target in defensive circles.

• Two Australians were shot down and Douglas had his 
Spitfire badly holed, but Finucane, leading Red Section to 
intercept enemy attacks as they developed, shot down one 
aircraft observed to crash in France, and probably 
destroyed another last seen low down over the English 
Channel. 
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20 August 1941 – North Africa
• Advanced parties of the Polish 

Brigade Group appeared in Tobruk 
on the 20th, having arrived by 
destroyer during the night. 

• The cat was out of the bag. By 
nightfall the news had reached 
every nook within the perimeter.

• The 2/13th Field Company's diarist 
noted on the 20th: 

• “18th Brigade Group plus certain 
other units . . . are to be relieved 
from Tobruk by a Polish Brigade. 

• This is a bolt from the blue and 
rumours are rife.”

• Photo SBSK insignia 
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22 August 1941 – North Africa
• The August relief began in Tobruk on the 

night of 21st-22nd August , when the 1st 
Polish Battalion came in and two 
companies of the 2/9th Battalion and 
other details embarked for Alexandria. 

• The departures continued nightly.

• The ships were usually alongside for 
about an hour and a half, during which 
about 150 tons would be off-loaded, 850 
men disembarked, and an equal number 
taken on. 

• Quick unloading and embarkation were 
facilitated by preparations the engineers 
had made for a possible evacuation. The 
jetties had been improved and new 
berths constructed beside the wrecks 
close to the southern shore; all skilfully 
camouflaged. 
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Upload of Polish Independent Carpathian Rifle 
Brigade in Alexandria for its trip to Tobruk



23 August 1941 - Melbourne
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23 August 1941 - Persian Gulf  
• on the 23rd August, Cosmo Graham 

received the Chiefs of Staff telegram 
ordering that "D.1" for Operation 
COUNTENANCE be the 25th of the 
month.

• The tasks were 

• to capture the naval base at 
Khorramshahr and neutralise Persian 
forces there; 

• to occupy Abadan without damage to 
the refinery and oil installations; and 

• to capture Axis merchant ships at 
Bandar Shapur before they could be 
scuttled.

• Zero hour for all three operations was 
to be 4.10 a.m. on the 25th, 
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24 August 1941 - Melbourne
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24 August 1941 - Persian Gulf 
• The Bandar Shapur force was to consist of 

HMS Kanimbla (Australian manned 
Armed Merchant Cruiser), Cockchafer 
(gunboat), HMIS Lawrence (Sloop), 
Snapdragon (corvette), Arthur Cavanagh 
(trawler), two dhows, two tugs, and a 
R.A.F. motor pinnace.

• Kanimbla, with her smaller craft fast 
alongside, was at anchor in the Gulf south 
of the Shatt-el-Arab. She had on board 
two companies of the 3/10th Baluch 
Regiment.

• One of the dhows ("Dhow 8", manned 
from Kanimbla), and the R.A.F. motor 
pinnace, left the Gulf anchorage in the 
afternoon of the 24th, with hurricane 
lamps to mark any unlighted buoys in the 
Khor Musa channel. The remainder of the 
force got under way at 8.15 p.m. 
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Kanimbla in 1945



24 August 1941 - Persian Gulf 
• The Abadan force was the armed yacht 

Seabelle (wearing Cosmo Graham's broad 
pendant), Shoreham, a minesweeper, two 
armed river steamers, five motor-boats, two 
dhows and a launch. 

• On the 24th August the force for the Abadan 
operation was, with the exception of 
Shoreham, upstream at or near Basra, where 
they embarked 1,250 Indian troops.

• Shoreham was at Fao, at the mouth of the 
Shatt-elArab.

• The Abadan force left the Basra area in 
sections around midnight on the 24th. The 
night was dark and still, with no moon, but 
the clear sky was star-studded. The ships stole 
quietly downstream, and though the 
darkened craft passed under the noses of 
Persian strong-posts on the left bank, and the 
naval base at Khorramshahr, they were 
unchallenged and unmolested.
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HMS Shoreham



24 August 1941 - Persian Gulf 
• The sloop Falmouth was in charge of the Khorramshahr force, 

with HMAS Yarra, H.M. Kenya Launch Baleeka, and the armed 
river tug Souriya.

• On the 24th August the force for the Khorramshahr operation 
was upstream at or near Basra, where they embarked Indian 
troops, Yarra had one platoon and Falmouth two platoons 
and Company Headquarters of the 3/10th Baluch Regiment.

• As the Khorramshahr force left Basra, Falmouth went 
aground while turning. Harrington, in Yarra, in anticipation 
that the Persian ships at Khorramshahr might interfere with 
the landings at Abadan, decided to carry on to Khorramshahr 
independently, and arrived there at 4.8 a.m. 

• On the way downstream he determined to sink the Persian 
sloop Babr on arrival. His reasons were threefold: to 
discourage further resistance; to remove a threat in his rear 
while he boarded the gunboats; and to disallow the 
opportunity of escape of the gunboats which his boarding of 
Babr would have presented. 
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HMAS Yarra’s C.O. Lieutenant 
Commander WH Harrington closed 
up on the bridge in the Red Sea.



25 Aug 1941- Persian Gulf 
• The Abadan force reached its objective precisely at 

4.10 a.m. Fire was opened on machine-gun posts 
on shore, and within ten minutes the first troops 
were landed. 

• The Persians put up considerable opposition, and 
by 5 a.m. fighting was general along the Abadan 
foreshore, which was subjected to heavy enemy 
machine-gun fire. 

• Meanwhile Shoreham had come up river from Fao, 
and at 4.13 a.m. opened fire on the Persian sloop 
Palang at one of the jetties, and sank her. This act 
apparently caused the precipitate withdrawal 
across the Khor Bahmanshir of Persian forces on 
Abadan Island excepting those manning the 
waterfront strong-posts, who " fought with 
tenacity and in many cases literally to the last 
man". 

• Fighting continued throughout the forenoon, with 
Shoreham moving up and down the river engaging 
such targets as offered , and it was noon before 
the foreshore was secured. 

• By evening the whole refinery area was in British 
hands.
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Indian troops guarding the Abadan Refinery



25 August 1941 - Persian Gulf 
• Yarra’s arrival off Khorramshahr was apparently unobserved 

and, in order not to spoil the surprise of the Abadan force 
Harrington lay concealed behind an anchored merchant ship 
until he heard gunfire downstream. 

• He then cleared the line of sight, past the northern point of 
Karun River, illuminated Babr by searchlight, and opened fire. 
After ten salvos Babr was burning fiercely; the explosion of 
her after magazine blew a hole in her bottom, and she sank. 

• Yarra then moved up the Karun River, and with machine-gun 
and rifle fire silenced some rifle fire from the naval barracks 
and the two gunboats. 

• Harrington then went alongside the gunboats, boarding 
parties went over, and the two ships and their crews were 
quickly secured. 

• By 4.59 a.m. "all was quiet", but Harrington decided to await 
the arrival of Falmouth before landing his troops. Falmouth 
entered the Karun River at 5.30 a.m. and she and Yarra
landed their troops. 

• The soldiers on the northern bank of the Karun were moving 
in quietly "and it became very hot ". On shore the main 
opposition was on the northern bank of the Karun in the 
vicinity of the wireless station, where Admiral Bayendor led a 
defence which collapsed when he was killed. 

• "His death," wrote Cosmo Graham, "was regretted by all who 
knew him. He was intelligent, able, and faithful to Persia." By 
nightfall the occupation of the Khorramshahr area was 
complete.
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The Iranian warship Babr (Tiger) after being shelled 
and sunk by the Australian sloop HMAS Yarra during 
the surprise attack on Iran in August 1941



25 August 1941 - Persian Gulf 
• Kanimbla and her force reached Bandar Shapur at 

4.10 a.m. Adams arrived to find that "incendiarism 
was taking place on a greater scale than was 
anticipated". The Axis ships had all taken scuttling 
action. The tanker Bronte was badly on fire, and 
Adams took Kanimbla alongside her and secured, 
and salvage parties went on board. 

• Meanwhile parties from the smaller ships boarded 
the other enemy merchant vessels and proceeded 
to fight fires and nullify scuttling action.

• These parties included 16 officers and 111 ratings 
from Kanimbla's ship's company.

• While alongside Bronte, Adams started landing his 
troops by boat. They met little opposition ashore 
until nine-tenths of the town had been occupied. 

• When the fires in Bronte were under control 
shortly after noon, Kanimbla went alongside the 
jetty and landed the rest of the troops and stores.

• Seven out of the eight Axis merchant ships  were 
saved, and sailed or towed with prize crews to 
Indian ports. Kanimbla carried out a major salvage 
feat on Hohenfels.  
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25 August 1941 - Persia 
• The Anglo-Soviet invasion of the neutral Imperial 

State of Iran by the United Kingdom and the Soviet 
Union in August 1941 codenamed Operation 
Countenance, was largely unopposed by the 
numerically and technologically outmatched 
Iranian forces. 

• The multi-pronged coordinated invasion took place 
along Iran's borders with Iraq and Soviet Azerbaijan 
and Turkmenistan with fighting beginning on 25 
August and ending when the Iranian government 
agreed to a ceasefire on 30 August.

• The invasion's strategic purpose was to ensure the 
safety of Allied supply lines to the USSR, secure 
Iranian oil fields, limit German influence in Iran 
(Reza Shah was considered friendly to Nazi 
Germany) and preempt a possible Axis advance 
from Turkey through Iran toward the Baku oil fields 
or British India. 

• Following the invasion, on 16 September 1941 
Reza Shah abdicated and was forced into exile by 
the invading British. He was replaced by his young 
son Mohammad Reza Pahlavi.
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25 August 1941 - London
• The Admiralty aimed to build up a force in Ceylon of the two Nelson 

Class battleships, the battlecruiser Renown and the small aircraft 
carrier Hermes by the beginning of 1942 with the aircraft carrier Ark 
Royal to follow by April 1942. Meantime the four R class battleships 
would be sent to the Indian Ocean as escorts for troop convoys.

• On 25th August Churchill minuted the First Sea Lord with a counter 
proposal to send a King George V class battleship (one of the three 
new British battleships), a battle cruiser and a fast aircraft carrier to 
show themselves in the triangle Aden – Singapore – Capetown by the 
end of October. In arguing for this plan he makes it clear that he 
wants to be able to tell the Americans and the Australians that this 
will be done. 
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25 August 1941 - London
• The Admiralty aimed to build up a force in 

Ceylon of the two Nelson Class 
battleships, the battlecruiser Renown and 
the small aircraft carrier Hermes by the 
beginning of 1942 with the aircraft carrier 
Ark Royal to follow by April 1942. 
Meantime the four R class battleships 
would be sent to the Indian Ocean as 
escorts for troop convoys.

• On 25th August Churchill minuted the 
First Sea Lord with a counter proposal to 
send a King George V class battleship (one 
of the three new British battleships), a 
battle cruiser and a fast aircraft carrier to 
show themselves in the triangle Aden –
Singapore – Capetown by the end of 
October. In arguing for this plan he makes 
it clear that he wants to be able to tell the 
Americans and the Australians that this 
will be done. 
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HMS NELSON off Spithead for the 1937 Fleet Review. 
Anchored in the background are two Queen Elizabeth 
Class battleships and two cruisers of the London 
Class.



25 August 1941 - London
• Churchill attacked the plan to send the R class 

ships to the Indian ocean saying they would 
be easy prey to modern Japanese vessels as 
they could neither fight nor run.

• The R class, consisted of five 
superdreadnought battleships built for the 
Royal Navy in the 1910s. All of the ships were 
completed to see service during the First 
World War.

• The design was based on that of the 
preceding Queen Elizabeth class, but with 
reductions in size and speed to make them 
more economical to build.

• All five members of the class got some 
modernisation in the 1930s, to strengthen 
their anti-aircraft defences and fire-control 
equipment but they did not get the very 
extensive modernisation that gave the Queen 
Elizabeths more speed, more range, more 
armour and longer gun range.
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The R Class Battleship, Revenge, at sea in 1940
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26 August 1941 - France 
• Enemy fighters again rose in strength to oppose a 

Circus attack on St Omer airfield on the evening of 
26th August. After crossing the French coast, the 
Kenley squadrons acting as high cover were attacked 
continually, both on the way to the target and while 
withdrawing, by Messerschmitts which dived in 
threes and sixes out of the sun. 

• The Australians continued to escort the Blenheims
which were unharmed, but Douglas and Stuart each 
claimed victories over enemy aircraft which ventured 
too close, both Messerschmitts being left smoking in 
uncontrolled vertical dives. 

• Early next morning the same target was again 
nominated, but the bombers failed to make 
rendezvous, so the Kenley, Northolt, Tangmere and 
Biggin Hill Wings commenced an independent sweep 
over the Pas de Calais. 

• They were recalled soon after crossing into France at 
7.12 a.m., but contact with the enemy had already 
begun, and, in running fights which continued half 
way back to England, Finucane and Thorold-Smith 
each shot down two Me-109's, all four being seen to 
fall in the sea. 
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26 August 1941 - Atlantic
• Two New Zealanders, Flight Lieutenant 

Grocott, and Sergeant Millar, were 
members of a Whitley squadron based in 
the north-east of Scotland. 

• On 26 August Millar was flying as 
navigator and Grocott as rear gunner on 
an Atlantic patrol when, 300 miles west of 
Scotland, engine failure forced their 
machine to come down on the sea. 

• No one was injured in the landing and the 
crew managed to scramble into two 
aircraft dinghies. 

• But the emergency rations were forgotten 
in the rush to abandon the sinking 
aircraft, so Millar swam back and secured 
these before the Whitley disappeared. 
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An RAF Armstrong Whitworth Whitley Mk. V bomber 
in flight, circa 1940. The Rolls Royce Merlin powered 
Whitley Mk V was by far the most numerous version 
of the aircraft, with 1,466 built until production 
ended in June 1943.



26 August 1941 - Atlantic
• Eight hours later, just as hopes of 

rescue were fading with the 
approach of darkness and a rising 
sea, the crew sighted what 
appeared to be a small vessel and 
fired a Very light. They were 
somewhat dismayed when the 
vessel turned out to be a German 
submarine. They were picked up, 
interrogated by the U-boat captain 
and sent below. They remained on 
board for the next fortnight, 
confined most of the time in the 
forward torpedo room. 
Occasionally we were allowed up in 
the conning tower at night for a 
smoke—one at a time.’
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Boarding party from USS Guadalcanal labors to keep 
the captured U-505 afloat after its crew had 
abandoned it to sink. Photo demonstrates the size of 
a U Boat conning tower.



26 August 1941 - Atlantic
• ‘No ships were sighted during the 

U-boat patrol or on the return 
journey to St. Nazaire,’ writes 
Millar, ‘but there were several 
crash-dives on account of aircraft. 
We had little rest because of the 
cramped conditions but 
considering the fact that we must 
have been a considerable nuisance 
to them, our treatment was very 
good. We lived in the forward 
compartment next to the bow 
torpedo-tubes. Two of us had 
hammocks slung in the engine-
room but I usually slept hugging a 
torpedo tube. 
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U-boat pens in Saint-Nazaire, France. They are still 
there. I noticed them on the coverage of the first 
stage of the Tour de France in July this year. Bomber 
command devoted a huge amount of effort to 
attempting to destroy them with almost no effect.



27 August 1941 - Persian Gulf 
• There was one more enemy merchant ship saved 

in Persian waters, the Italian Hilda (4,901 tons), 
which Yarra was sent to secure at Banda r Abbas, 
on the northern shore of the Strait of Hormuz. 

• Yarra arrived off Bandar Abbas just before 8 p.m. 
on the 27th August, and found Hilda anchored off 
the town, abandoned and badly on fire. The flames 
and heat were too great to do anything that night, 
but at 9 p.m. on the 28th Harrington took Yarra
alongside the Italian, whose fires were now 
glowing and smoking, and by midnight had them 
sufficiently under control to start towing the 
damaged ship alongside. 

• By the forenoon of the 29th Harrington was able to 
tell Cosmo Graham that he would have Hilda in 
tow astern by noon, with all fires extinguished and 
most leaks stopped. 

• In reply he was told to tow towards Karachi, which 
he did at speeds gradually decreasing, owing to 
head winds, from four-and-a-half to two-and-a-half 
knots.

• In the afternoon of the 2nd September Harrington 
took his tow into Chahbar Bay, a few miles west of 
the Persia-India boundary, and there anchored her 
to await the arrival of a salvage tug from Karachi. 
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HMAS Yarra in Iraq, mid-1941. Note her wartime 
disruptive pattern camouflage paint.



28 August 1941 - Canberra 
• On the 28th August the Prime Minister, after a 

cabinet meeting and then a meeting with the 
Ministers from his own UAP party, met the 
members of the U.A.P. and informed them of 
his intention to resign to give them the 
opportunity to select another Prime Minister. 
At 10.30 p.m. the members of the Country 
Party joined members of the U.A.P. in a joint 
meeting and, at the close of that meeting, 
which lasted a little less than an hour, it was 
publicly announced that Menzies had 
resigned and that Fadden had been chosen as 
his successor.

• The government and Labour each had 36 
seats. The two independents at that point 
continued to support the UAP/Country Party 
coalition.

• The official historian opines that: It is difficult 
to see the issue … otherwise than as a series 
of personal campaigns pursued with little 
regard for the interests of the party and … the 
nation.

• Newspaper editorials found many of the party 
manoeuvres contemptible. Australia's War 18 August 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 22 29

A. W. Fadden and R. G. Menzies



28 August 1941 - Canberra 
• On 29th August, Menzies returned his 

commission to the Governor – General, 
Lord Gowrie (photo), and Fadden was 
commissioned to form a Ministry.

• The new Prime Minister retained his 
former office of Treasurer and Menzies 
was appointed Minister for Defence 
Coordination. No other change was made 
in the portfolios held by Ministers. 

• Curtin commented that the resignation of 
Menzies and the formation of the Fadden 
Ministry was only "a face-lifting device".

• The two Independents, Coles and Wilson, 
were less certain than they had ever 
been. Coles was openly disgusted. Wilson 
had repeatedly shown the drift of his 
mind in the direction of Labour and it was 
common knowledge that Labour 
members, and Evatt in particular, had 
been working most assiduously on his 
opinions.
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• On 28th August the First Sea Lord, Admiral Pound 
(photo), replied to Churchill. He argued 
• the primacy of the Atlantic area and the threat from 

the German battleship Tirpitz, 
• an overall shortage of battleships due to battle 

damage and refits delayed while Germany had two 
battleships, 

• that the two Nelsons and the R class would form the 
most homogeneous fleet as regards speed (they are all 
slow), 

• it is impossible to form an Eastern fleet now due to a 
lack of cruisers and destroyers. 

• that the situation with aircraft carriers was also 
unsatisfactory due to battle damage and delayed refits 
and

• that the R Class ships were being sent to the Indian 
Ocean to keep them in waters where they will be free 
from air and submarine attack. 

• He closed by saying that as long as war had not 
broken out the Nelsons and Renown could be sent 
to Singapore in the first instance to maximise the 
deterrent effect but that if war did eventuate they 
would have to retire to Ceylon.
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29 August 1941 – Malaya
• After the arrival of the 27th Brigade, the 8th 

Australian Division in Malaya had been released 
from Command Reserve and given a definite area 
of responsibility such as Bennett sought for it. 

• The task of the III Indian Corps being the defence 
of northern Malaya, General Percival ordered that 
the division take over the defence of Malacca and 
Johore. 

• The east coast of Johore, the southernmost state 
on the Malayan Peninsula, offered obviously 
tempting means, from an enemy point of view, of 
landing within easy striking distance of Singapore 
Island.

• General Bennett established his headquarters at 
Johore Bahru on 29th August, and the 22nd 
Brigade replaced the 12th Indian Brigade in the 
Mersing-Endau area, where it was anticipated that 
any such attack would be made, on the same day.

• The 27th Brigade, which had remained on 
Singapore Island since its arrival, was to deployed 
mainly in north - western Johore, but with battle 
stations which would make it available for support 
of 22nd Brigade and counter-attack .
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29 August 1941 – North Africa
• The last relief convoy left on the morning of 

the 29th.

• Morshead directed early in August that 
shelling reports should be analysed for daily 
incidence, trends, and maximum and 
minimum intensities. It was ascertained that 
in the 42 consecutive days ending on 6th 
August a daily average of approximately 650 
shells fell on the three forward defence 
sectors.

• On 29th August a sector peak of 1,000 shells 
was reached in the eastern sector where the 
rate continued in excess of 500 daily to the 
end of the month. 

• Against the garrison's 80 guns (including the 
four 60-pounders, but excluding the bush 
artillery ) it was estimated that the enemy 
now had 224 field guns and a marked 
numerical superiority in medium guns.
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Mk II 60 pounder on pneumatic tyres, circa. 1938



29 August 1941 – Middle East
• Auchinleck decided to 

send to Cyprus the 50th 
Division, then arriving 
from England, and to 
replace the 7th Australian 
Cavalry with an Hussar 
regiment. This movement 
was completed on the 
29th August.
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29 August 1941 – North Africa 
• On 29th August an attack developed on a convoy No. 250 Squadron was escorting north of Sidi Barrani, this 

was beaten off. P.O. Caldwell reported:

• “At approximately 1905 hours whilst acting as weaver . . . I was attacked by two Me-109's, one coming from 
astern and the other from port side, neither of which I saw personally. Bullets from astern damaged tail, tail 
trimming gear, fuselage and starboard main plane, while the aileron on that side was destroyed and a 
sizeable hole made in the trailing edge and flap . . . evidently by cannon shells, a quantity of splinters from 
which pierced the cowling and side of the cockpit some entering my right side and legs. Fire from the port 
side . . . damaged the fuselage, a number of bullets entering my left shoulder and hip, small pieces of glass 
embedding in my face, my helmet and goggles being pulled askew across my nose and eyes—no doubt by a 
near miss. 

• As a result of the hits on the mainplane and probable excessive avoiding action the aircraft spun out of 
control. Checking the spin I blacked out when pulling out of the ensuing dive, recovering to find flames in 
the cockpit. Pulling the pin from the safety harness I started to climb out to abandon the aircraft, when the 
fire, evidently caused by burning oil and not petrol as I thought, died out, so I decided to remain and 
attempt a landing. 

• Looking behind me as I crossed the coast at about 500 feet some six miles east of Sidi Barrani . . . I saw a 
number of planes manoeuvring . . . in a manner suggesting an engagement. As my plane seemed to answer 
controls fairly well, apart from turns . . . I made a gradual turn and climbed back towards said aircraft finally 
carrying out an attack on what I believed to be an Me-109 . . . . Having previously lost the pin to my harness I 
was holding the straps in my left hand for security which together with damage sustained to aircraft . . . 
[made it] inadvisable to attempt much in the way of quick change of altitude so I carried straight on to very 
low level and continued to base arriving at 2010 hours. Using half flap only.[because of damage] I landed to 
find the starboard tyre flat as the result of a bullet hole . . . .  
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29 August 1941 - London
• Churchill replied the following day, 

29th August, attacking the proposal to 

• “create in the Indian Ocean a fleet 
considerable in numbers, costly in 
maintenance and manpower, but 
consisting entirely of slow 
obsolescent, or unmodified ships 
which can neither fight a fleet action 
with the main Japanese force nor act 
as a deterrent upon his modern fast 
heavy ships, if used singly or in pairs 
as raiders.” 

• And describing the R class ships if 
faced with a fast modern battleship 
attacking a convoy as “floating coffins”
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Churchill and Roosevelt seated on the quarterdeck of 
HMS Prince of Wales for a Sunday service during the 
Atlantic Conference, 10 August 1941



29 August 1941 - Britain
• The first aircraft for No. 455 Squadron did 

not arrive until 10th July and in the 
meantime there had been nothing to do 
except to inspect and commandeer 
hutments at Coddington for squadron 
needs and to organise a makeshift orderly 
room.

• A medical officer reported for duty on the 
13th, a gunnery and an engineer officer 
on the 20th and two more Hampdens 
were flown in on the 21st.

• The squadron diarist has nothing else to 
record until 8th August when "93 
miscellaneous ground crew", all 
Australians, arrived and were billeted at 
Coddington. This was not the 
Williamtown party (which was still en
route to the United Kingdom) but an 
earlier draft intended for No. 452 
Squadron. Some of these men were sent 
on leave while the others trained for their 
somewhat unexpected duties with a 
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A Handley Page Hampden Mark I, AT137 'UB-T', of No. 
455 Squadron RAAF based at Leuchars, Fife, Scotland 
(UK), in flight above clouds, May 1942.



29 August 1941 - Britain
• August passed quietly 

with two more 
Hampdens and a few 
R.A.F. aircrew being 
added to squadron 
strength but it was only 
on the 29th (August) 
that French started the 
operational life of No. 
455 Squadron when he 
flew the only available 
aircraft to bomb 
Frankfurt-on-Main.
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August 1941 - Malaya
• In the Malayan air defences one of the greatest 

weaknesses was lack of fighter aircraft and of 
reserves of aircraft of any kind. The arrival of 
Brewster Buffalo fighters from the United States in 
February 1941 had eased the first problem 
somewhat but inadequacy of reserves still caused 
a reduction in the number of flying hours that 
squadrons were permitted. 

• Altogether 167 Buffaloes were received and by the 
end of May the formation of four squadrons armed 
with these aircraft had been authorised. One of 
these units was No. 453 Squadron, the fourth 
squadron to be contributed by Australia to the Far 
East Command. 

• On reaching Singapore by sea from Australia in 
August 1941 it joined the two R.A.A.F. squadrons 
(Nos. 8 and 21) at Sembawang where Group 
Captain McCauley, who took command there in 
August, was engrossed in the task of organising his 
station. 

• No. 453 Squadron was the first "infiltration" or 
Article XV squadron to go into service in this 
theatre. On arrival it was formally established as a 
unit in the Far East Command with Squadron 
Leader Allshorn as commanding officer.
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Brewster Buffalo Mk Is being inspected by RAF 
personnel at RAF Sembawang, Singapore on 12 
October 1941.



August 1941 - Australia
• During August 1941 Bungaree laid the 

first defensive minefield at Port 
Moresby; and in October and 
November laid additional fields in 
Torres Strait and in passages through 
the Barrier Reef. 

• By September mine production was 
approaching 3,000 units a year, and 
orders had been placed for 2,500 for 
the R.A.N., 1,500 for the Admiralty, 
and 300 and 100 respectively for New 
Zealand and Noumea.

• During August 1941 the Plans Division 
at Navy Office prepared plans for 
Australian coastal convoys in the 
event of war with Japan. 
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August 1941 - Syria
• No operational flying was recorded 

by No. 3 squadron during August, 
although three precautionary 
flights were made to show the flag 
over Arab villages evincing signs of 
unrest.

• On 10th August the R.A.F. ground 
complement for No. 260 reached 
Haifa.

• On 15th August No. 450 RAAF 
groundcrews, who had been 
maintaining No. 260’s aircraft, were 
moved to Rayak to sort captured 
French equipment.

• No. 450 would not receive its own 
pilots or aircraft until early 1942. 
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Australian troops with captured Morane-Saulnier 
MS.406 fighters and a Potez 630 bomber, Syria, in July 
1941.



August 1941 - France 

• No. 452 was credited by 
contemporary assessments with 
twenty-two enemy aircraft 
destroyed and a further three 
probably destroyed in August, 
the highest score that month in 
Fighter Command. 

• Although almost half of these 
successes fell to Finucane the 
Australians were profiting from 
experience and brilliant 
leadership.
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Group portrait of pilots of No. 452 (Spitfire) Squadron 
RAAF at RAF Station Kirton-in-Lindsey.
11 out of the initial 19 pilots were killed in action or 
aircraft accidents during the war.



August 1941 - Britain

• There was an unexpected set-
back in the production of 
operational aircraft. Bomber 
Cd's balance sheet for Aug 1941 
was:

• Aircraft destroyed . . 259 

• New production . .  .200 

• Aircraft damaged . . 266 

• Aircraft repaired . . . 219

• Net loss . . . . . . . . . . 106
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In April 1941, all Manchesters were temporarily 
grounded due to a higher than expected number of 
engine failures; in June, a second grounding was 
ordered On the restart of operations in August, 
additional issues were encountered; including 
excessive tail flutter, hydraulic failures, and faulty 
propeller feathering controls. Production was halted in 
November 1941.



August 1941 - Britain
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EATS aircrew at 
Bournemouth

After the German attack on Russia the outstanding requirement became a rapidly-expanding 
bomber force to attack Germany.  There was now a large surplus of basically-trained pilots and a 
shortage of navigators, wireless operators and air gunners. Bomber Command also expressed strong 
dissatisfaction with the quality of crews arriving on squadrons. There was a progressively - mounting 
accident rate, the incidence increasing sharply as pilots flew more complex types of aircraft.



August 1941 - Atlantic
• A spirited fight with a FW-200 resulted from an anti-shipping patrol into Spanish waters on 14th 

August. While Flight Lieutenant Hodgkinson was crossing the Bay of Biscay, the Condor appeared 
at 45 degrees 22 minutes north 03 degrees 28 minutes west and taking up station on the 
Sunderland's starboard quarter, opened fire at long range with its cannon. Once again the 
expedient of throttling back the Sunderland brought the enemy within machine-gun range, and 
the Australian tail and midships gunners fired short bursts and scored numerous hits as the FW-
200, now committed to a deliberate attack, pressed in to very close astern. Finally at fifty yards 
range, the enemy broke away with a damaged port-inner engine and pieces flying from its 
fuselage. The action had been fought low on the water, and the FW-200 climbed to 500 feet, 
appeared to stagger and lost height again to 200 feet, but then recovered and began climbing in 
wide circles to starboard. Hodgkinson now attempted to pursue but the enemy although 
damaged could still outdistance the Sunderland and escaped into the protection of a low cloud 
bank, only six minutes after the initial attack at 10.42 a.m. 

• Later in the morning Hodgkinson sighted shipping in the distance, but this proved to be seventeen 
trawlers, which were immune from attack. 

• At 12.30 p.m. when in a restricted bombing area he had the further disappointment of seeing a 
submarine, almost certainly enemy, which dived when he was still eight miles away.

• In August 1941 No. 19 Group discontinued night Sunderland patrols because of the necessity to 
conserve long-range aircraft effort, and this, coupled with engine trouble which made several 
sorties abortive, considerably reduced No. 10 Squadron's flying hours to 385. 
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August 1941 - Washington
• The US Secretary of War approved a plan, early in 

August, for the dispatch of modern aircraft to the 
Philippines as soon as they became available. 

• Previously it had been accepted that Manila would not 
be defended if the Philippines were attacked but that 
the American forces on the island of Luzon would 
withdraw to Bataan, there to hold out, it was hoped, 
with the aid of the harbour's forts, until aid could reach 
them.

• The notion that the Philippines could be defended, 
in spite of all the considerations that had led the 
planners so often to reject the idea, grew out of a 
new approach to operations in the western Pacific, 
involving the use of long-range Army bombers to 
neutralize Japanese offensive capabilities . . . a 
fairly strong bomber force might be built up in the 
Philippines by early 1942 to take the place of the 
strong naval forces that neither the U.S. nor Royal 
Navies, were willing to commit to the support of 
the Philippines. 

• The man chiefly responsible for this radical change 
in this strategy was General MacArthur who, was 
so optimistic about the increasing strength of the 
forces he commanded that he believed an invasion 
force could be met and defeated on the beaches.
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Ceremony at Camp Murphy, 15 August 1941, marking 
the induction of the Philippine Army Air Corps. 
Behind MacArthur, from left to right, are Lieutenant 
Colonel Richard K. Sutherland, Colonel Harold H. 
George, Lieutenant Colonel William F. Marquat and 
Major LeGrande A. Diller.



August 1941 - Libya

• August was a month of 
increasing air activity, which was 
notable for the reappearance of 
the Stuka dive bombers in 
substantial numbers—35 in the 
attack on 27th August—and also 
for a tendency for the attacks to 
be directed largely against the 
anti-aircraft gun sites. 

• The anti-aircraft gunners 
engaged almost 600 aircraft over 
Tobruk in that month. 
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• German aircraft (Know your enemy) | 
Australian War Memorial (awm.gov.au)

• 35mm/b&w/sound

• 28 min 38 sec

• A military training film produced by British 
Paramount news. This film shows several 
types of German aircraft. To illustrate 
identification features the film uses 
photographs and animated drawings 
superimposed over freeze shots of actual 
aircraft. Comparisons are also made with 
other aircraft. 1. Henschel Hs-126, army co-
operation monoplane, compared with British 
Westland Lysander. 2. Messerschmitt Me-109 
single seat fighter. 3. Messerschmitt Me-110, 
twin engine fighter. 4. Junkers Ju-87 Stuka 
dive bomber. 5. Junkers Ju-88 bomber and 
dive bomber. 6. Junkers Ju-52 troop carrier. 7. 
Heinkel He-111 bomber. 8. Dornier Do-17Z 
reconnaissance bomber. 9. Unidentified troop 
gliders. 10. Junkers Ju-90 cargo aircraft.
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https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/C189783


• Thanks for your attention.
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