
Australia’s War:
80 years ago this week

1 September 1941
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1 September 1941 – North Africa
• The climax to the aviator-gunner duel 

was a particularly brutal raid 15 
minutes before midday on 1st 
September in which about 140 planes 
in all took part. 

• Thirty Stukas attacked two heavy anti-
aircraft guns and a formation of high-
level bombers managed to drop more 
than 50 bombs on and around the site 
of a third, 15 Stukas dive-bombed the 
field gun sites, other high-level 
bombers attacked targets in the base 
area, while others scattered bombs 
over the forward defended localities, 
some bombs falling in the enemy 
lines.

• Photo: Tobruk. The crew of an Anti 
Aircraft gun standing by for action.
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1 September 1941 – North Africa
• ammunition expenditure of the 

anti-aircraft guns in the raid was 
• 3.7-inch . . 1,006 rounds 
• 102-mm . . 111 
• 40-mm . . 1,200 
• 20-mm . . 3,000 
• One anti-aircraft gunner was killed 

and six wounded; five heavy guns 
were put out of action for four 
hours.

• Numerous planes were hit and at 
least four were believed to have 
been destroyed, though only one 
was seen to crash.
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TOBRUK, LIBYA. 1941-09-15. ONE OF THE BOFORS 
40MM ANTI-AIRCRAFT GUNS IN ACTION ON THE 
HARBOUR FRONT.



1 September 1941 – North Africa

• Efforts were also made to divert 
the attackers onto dummy anti-
aircraft guns.
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TOBRUK, LIBYA. 1941-09-11. A DUMMY ANTI-
AIRCRAFT POSITION BUILT ON THE PILASTRINO 
ESCARPMENT.



1 September 1941 - Britain 
• On 1st September a second Australian 

unit, No. 458 Squadron R.A.A.F., had 
begun to form at Holme-on-Spalding 
Moor in Yorkshire. The commanding 
officer, Wing Commander Mulholland, 
and one of his flight commanders, 
Squadron Leader Johnston, were 
Australians and a number of R.A.A.F. 
aircrew members were immediately 
posted in, though R.A.F. personnel 
predominated for some time. 

• It was formed in No. 1 Group which was 
equipped with Wellingtons, and because 
this type had been given priority above 
the other mediums there was no 
difficulty in procuring either aircraft or 
crews.
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C. 1941. Sketch of Wing Commander N. C. 
Mulholland DFC, RAAF, by the Air Ministry 
artist Eric Kennington.



2 September 1941 - France 
• On 2nd September No. 452 had a busy day. Two 

sorties on convoy patrol and a " scramble" to 
intercept an aircraft eventually identified as friendly, 
were followed late in the forenoon by a Roadstead 
attack on shipping near Ostend. 

• Three Blenheims and a few Hurricane bombers 
comprised the striking force and were escorted by a 
wing consisting of Nos. 242, 452 and 485 Squadrons. 
Ship and shore anti-aircraft defences were extremely 
active and on the approach one of the Blenheims
was shot down. 

• The other bombers claimed the sinking of a 5,000 
ton vessel and a small anti-aircraft "flakship". 

• As the formation withdrew Willis saw one Blenheim 
returning at sea-level without escort. Accordingly he 
and Stuart broke away to protect it as its slipstream 
was churning up the water, leaving a long white trail 
which was bound to attract enemy fighters. 

• Within two minutes a pair of Messerschmitts arrived 
to attack but both were intercepted and shot into 
the sea. The Spitfires then returned independently 
having lost sight of the Blenheim. 
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3-6 September 1941 – North Africa
• The Polish Carpathian Brigade was formed in Syria in April 1940 by 

order of the Polish Government in exile, which was then operating 
from Paris. 

• Around its original nucleus the brigade slowly took shape as patriotic 
Polish soldiers escaped from internment and prisoner-of-war camps 
and made their ways by diverse routes to Syria. 

• After the French Government made a separate peace with Germany 
and it became clear that the Syrian administration would remain 
loyal to the Petain government, the brigade's commander, Colonel 
Kopanski (photo), marched it into Palestine to join forces with the 
British Middle East Command. 

• There it continued to expand with a steady flow of recruits until the 
German conquest of Greece finally closed the main escape outlets 
from eastern Europe. 

• Self-selected by initiative, sifted by adversity, culled of the 
weakhearted by surmounted barriers and motivated by insatiable 
hatred of their nation's oppressors the Poles relieved 20th Brigade in 
the southern sector of the line between 3rd and 6th September.

• They openly expressed displeasure (but in no disloyal sense) that 
they were to be posted to a sector where they were to be opposed 
not by Germans but by Italians.
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4 September 1941 – North Africa
• A conference on future policy for supply to Tobruk was held on 

the 30th August. The meeting agreed to recommend to the 
Commanders-in-Chief that there should be no further big relief of 
the Tobruk garrison.

• After this meeting, the Director of Medical Services raised 
objections to using the 6th (British) Division for the relief of the 
9th Division on the ground that it had been in a malarial 
neighbourhood and also raised objections, on the same ground, 
to sending any other formation to that area to relieve the 6th 
Division.

• On 4th September Blamey telegraphed the Australian 
Government that it was being pressed upon him that a general 
relief of the garrison was not possible; nevertheless he had been 
asked to agree to the relief of the British artillery in Tobruk by the 
artillery of the 9th Division. He had refused, he said, because he 
took the view that this would mean that the 9th Division would 
remain there indefinitely.

• General Auchinleck (Blamey averred) had been informed by 
Churchill when recently in England that he would make it right 
with the Australian Government if Auchinleck did not see fit to 
relieve the division. After the 18th Brigade's relief, the troops 
remaining would feel let down if not relieved, which would further 
detract from their morale. 

• Unless the Australian Government took a very firm stand, he was 
convinced that the 9th Division would be left in Tobruk indefinitely 
in spite of his efforts.    Australia's War September 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 24 8



4 September 1941 - France 
• A successful Circus operation against 

Mazingarbe power station on 4th 
September, though uneventful for No. 452, 
resulted in other squadrons shooting down 
ten enemy aircraft and claiming an 
additional ten as probably destroyed. 

• A fairly long period of bad weather then 
intervened. 

• A small amount of training during which No. 
452 lost two of its new pilots who collided in 
mid-air, and an abortive Rhubarb attempted 
by Douglas and Truscott on 11th September 
constituted the only flying done. 

• 452 was enabled to overhaul squadron 
organisation, a large proportion of the R.A.F. 
ground crews having recently been replaced 
by relatively newly-trained R.A.A.F. 
personnel.
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5 September 1941 – Melbourne
• On the next day (5th September) Fadden (photo) 

telegraphed Churchill. 

• He referred to previous communications between the two 
governments relating to the relief, to the latest proposal to 
send the 9th Division's artillery to Tobruk, and to a 
statement from Blamey throwing doubt on the possibility of 
a general relief of the garrison.

• In view of the decline in "health resistance" of the troops at 
Tobruk and the availability of fresh troops he reiterated his 
predecessor's request that the British Government should 
direct Auchinleck to give effect to the Australian 
Government's wishes.

• The Australian Parliament was meeting at the end of the 
month: when the withdrawal had been completed he 
wished to make a statement to it that the A.I.F. had been 
reconcentrated. 

• It was, he said, a vital national question. There would be 
grave repercussions if a catastrophe occurred because of a 
further decline of the garrison and an inability to withstand 
a determined attack. 
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5 September 1941 – Middle East
• The US cargo ship Steel Seafarer 

(5,718 GRT) was bombed and sunk in 
the Red Sea off Shadwan, Egypt by 
Luftwaffe Junkers Ju 88s. All 36 crew 
were rescued.

• The Italian tanker Maya (3,867 GRT, 
1894) was torpedoed and damaged in 
the Dardanelles 6 nautical miles off 
Tenedos, Turkey by HMS Perseus and 
was beached. One crew was killed.

• The Italian cargo ship Isarco (5,738 
GRT, 1924) was torpedoed and sunk in 
the Tyrrhenian Sea 28 nautical miles 
south east of Ischia, Campania by 
HNLMS O 21 with the loss of 5 or 6 
crew. 22 survivors were rescued by 
HNLMS O 21.
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Seafarer



5 September 1941 – London
• In The Grand Alliance, Churchill referred to 

this communication (from Fadden) as though 
it put forward a new proposal made at an 
advanced stage of the preparations for 
CRUSADER. 

• The truth is that it renewed an old request , 
and that the CRUSADER preparations had not 
advanced beyond a tentative starting date.

• "Auchinleck protested strongly against this 
change," wrote Churchill later, "pointing out 
the difficulties of the relief and the 
derangement of the plan for the new 
offensive. I tried to reassure the General:

• Prime Minister to General Auchinleck 6 Sept 
41 I am pretty sure the Australians will play 
the game if the facts are put before them 
squarely. We do not want either your supply 
of Tobruk or your other combinations to be 
hampered. If meeting their demand would do 
this, let me have the facts to put to them. 
Australia would not tolerate anything shabby. 
Of course if it does not make any serious 
difference we ought to meet their wishes.” 
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5 September 1941 – Hawaii
• On the morning of 5 September the 14th 

Bombardment Squadron (H) , consisting of 
nine B- I7D’s and seventy-five crew members 
under the command of Maj. Emmett 
O’Donnell, Jr., took off from Hickam Field, in 
Hawaii, and headed for the Philippines via 
Midway, Wake, Port Moresby and Darwin.

• Preparations for the flight had been made 
with utmost secrecy. Since information was 
lacking on airfields in Australian territory, two 
Army officers were flown by Navy plane from 
Honolulu in order to survey facilities at 
Rabaul, Port Moresby and Darwin. Runway 
construction on Midway and Wake islands 
was pushed by naval authorities, while picked 
crews from the Hawaiian Air Force underwent 
intensive training for the unprecedented 
flight.

• The first leg of 1,132 nautical miles to Midway 
was completed after seven hours and ten 
minutes. The crews refuelled and serviced 
their own planes, staked them down for the 
night, and then retired for a few hours rest, 
with many of the men sleeping under the 
wings of the aircraft.   Australia's War September 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 24 13

B-17D in flight



6 September 1941 – Midway

• At 0445 the 
next morning 
(6 September) 
the planes 
took off for 
Wake Island, 
1,035 miles 
away, where 
they arrived at 
1120.
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Aerial view of Wake Island Atoll



7 September 1941 – Wake Island
• Since the next hop to Port Moresby 

involved flying over some of the Japanese 
mandated islands, the planes took off at 
midnight in order to pass over the 
territory unseen and thereby avoid any 
possible international incident. 

• Climbing from their usual altitude of 
8,000 feet to 26,000 feet, the bombers 
turned out all lights and maintained 
complete radio silence over the islands. 

• Although they flew in a heavy rain and 
without communications, the B- 17’s kept 
their assigned positions, and the 2,176-
mile hop to Port Moresby was completed 
at noon on 8 September (local time). 

• Australian officials were most hospitable 
to the crews, who remained at Port 
Moresby until the morning of 10 
September.
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PORT MORESBY, PAPUA. 1941-09-10. PARKED ON AN 
AIRSTRIP, EN ROUTE TO THE PHILIPPINES, EARLY TYPE 
FLYING FORTRESSES B17S.



Original B17 route to the Philippines through the Japanese mandates
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8 September 1941 – North Africa
• Blamey wrote a long letter to Spender on 8th September 

outlining the "considerable difficulties" he had met in his 
efforts to assemble the A.I.F. as a single body. 

• He had organised a temporary brigade to help in the Syrian 
fighting on the express condition that the units would be 
returned to their parent division as soon as possible. 

• Two months had elapsed since the end of the campaign 
but still he had not got them back, although it could not be 
contended that there was a dangerous position in Syria. 

• As regards Tobruk, he was meeting with the greatest 
opposition on all sides.

• “I am becoming personally the most unpopular man in the 
Middle East over the matter. . . . I am pressing this matter 
again because I am convinced I am right. It is a short-
sighted policy, but one that one frequently meets amongst 
the British, to use up a division until it is worthless for 
months afterwards. The 9th Division will need a 
considerable period of rest even if it comes out now. If its 
withdrawal is delayed very much longer, I would not like to 
say how long it will be before it is fit to take the field 
again.”
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8 September 1941 - Atlantic
• On 8th September Wearne, when 

dispatched to the position where a 
Wellington had previously attacked 
a submarine, found a large thick oil 
patch from which erupted gouts of 
oil. 

• After patrolling in this area for 
some time he was ordered to 
attack the oil patch and dropped 
his depth-charges (set deep to 150 
feet) on its leading windward edge, 
but although more fresh oil 
appeared in the circle of the 
explosion, no more tangible 
evidence of damage resulted.
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Plymouth, England. C. 1940-07. Flying Officer A. G. H. 
Wearne (left) and Flight Lieutenant H. Birch, of No. 10 
Squadron RAAF, based at RAF Station Mount Batten, 
which operates Sunderland aircraft with RAF Coastal 
Command.



9 September 1941 - Washington
• On 9 September, General Arnold's staff produced a new plan, 

AWPD/2, to cover the period I October 1941-30 June 1942.

• This recommended that the proposed anti-Axis pool receive 
all aircraft produced under defense aid, all British and other 
foreign contract planes, and 15 per cent of combat types built 
for the AAF. 

• Out of an estimated total of 14,802 tactical planes, this would 
give the pool 9,708 (66 per cent) and the AAF 5,094 (34 per 
cent). This figure was considered the minimum defense
requirement of the AAF. 

• When this AAF minimum had been reached, 30 per cent of 
the AAF's orders might be diverted for foreign needs. The 
pool should be divided according to some such ratio as 
follows: British Commonwealth, 50 per cent; U.S.S.R., 30 per 
cent; China, 10 per cent; other nations, 10 per cent.

• President Roosevelt, anxious that as many planes as possible 
be sent to the British suggested maintaining the existing 
agreement until 31 December, thereafter allotting to the 
British 50 per cent of the total monthly production until 30 
June 1942. 

• Mr. Stimson strongly urged that until minimum defense
requirements were met, we reserve heavy bomber 
production for the AAF. 

• The President agreed that Hawaii and the Philippines should 
receive their allotted heavy bomber groups but hoped to get 
some B-17's or B-24s for England after February 1942
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Roosevelt and Secretary of War Stimson



10 September 1941 – Port Moresby

• The next hop, 934 miles to 
Darwin, was covered in six and 
one-half hours.
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PORT MORESBY, PAPUA. 1941-09-10. PARKED ON AN 
AIRSTRIP, EN ROUTE TO THE PHILIPPINES, EARLY TYPE 
FLYING FORTRESSES B17S.



10 September 1941 – North Africa
• Before replying to Churchill's request that he should be 

provided with the facts to put squarely before the Australian 
Government, Auchinleck summoned Morshead to Cairo.

• Morshead left Tobruk for Cairo at 1 a.m. on 9th September in 
H.M.S. Kipling. The destroyer was bombed five times and 
slightly damaged on the voyage.

• On 10th September Morshead attended a conference with 
the three Commanders-in-Chief relating to the 9th Division's 
relief.

• Morshead was asked to report on the physical condition of 
the garrison. He said that the troops were tiring; their health 
was good but medical officers had noticed that their stamina 
and their powers of resistance were weakening; this applied 
equally to British and Australian troops: he would be 
unhappy if, in the event that the 9th Division were relieved, 
British units had to remain. In his opinion to prolong the 
division's stay until November would impair the fighting 
efficiency of the force. 

• Auchinleck told Morshead that, while he wished to relieve 
the garrison, to do so would seriously endanger his plans. To 
compensate for any deterioration in fighting capacity through 
overstrain he would send forward a battalion of infantry 
tanks as quickly as possible.
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10 September 1941 – North Africa
• Later in the day General Auchinleck sent Mr 

Churchill a long telegram in which he set out the 
factors bearing on the problem.

• He concluded: 

• The matter has today been placed before the 
Minister of State and the other two Commanders-
in-Chief at a meeting of the Defence Committee 
and they agree with my opinion that to attempt 
any further relief of the Tobruk garrison, however 
desirable it may be politically, is not a justifiable 
military operation in the circumstances and would 
definitely prejudice the chances of success of our 
projected offensive in the Western Desert. 

• Subject to your approval I propose therefore 
definitely to abandon the idea of a further large 
scale relief of Australian personnel in Tobruk and to 
reinforce the garrison at once with an infantry-tank 
battalion.

• Photo: General Auchinleck, CinC Middle East with 
General Wavell CinC India, 8 September 1941. 
Location unknown. Presumably in conference 
about Iraq?
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10 September 1941 - Atlantic
• Two days later (10 September) Wearne himself 

initiated a sighting report when a U-boat was 
discovered only a mile off his port bow. 

• The Sunderland was flying too high to execute 
an immediate attack and while manoeuvring 
into position, the enemy began to submerge, 
but its shape was still visible beneath the 
surface when Wearne dropped three depth-
charges along the line of the U-boat's wash. 

• Direct hits were estimated aft and forward of 
the conning tower, and subsequently a large 
reddish-brown patch appeared some 100 yards 
from the explosions. 

• The fourth depth charge had not fallen due to 
mechanical fault, and a second attack was 
made. This time the depth-charge dropped 
from its carrier but failed to explode. 

• Wearne remained in the area for a further 
three hours and was then relieved by another 
Sunderland, but nothing further was seen, and 
although the attack had seemed promising, it 
was finally assessed that the U-boat escaped 
without material damage.

Australia's War September 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 24 23

PEMBROKE DOCK, WALES, 1941-05-27. AIRMEN 
LOADING A DEPTH CHARGE INTO A SUNDERLAND 
FLYING BOAT OF NO. 10 SQUADRON RAAF. (WF36D 
5381)



11 September 1941 – North Africa
• Blamey telegraphed to the 

Australian Government an 
elaborate commentary on 
Auchinleck's message, in which he 
traversed Auchinleck's numerous 
arguments one by one.

• With regard to the proposed sortie, 
after two or three more months 
the 9th Division, he said, would be 
quite unfitted for the task, which 
would involve continuous and 
severe fighting. 

• In a subsequent message Blamey 
indicated that Morshead confirmed 
the last statement. 
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11 September 1941 – London
• Churchill telegraphed General 

Auchinleck's message to Mr Fadden in its 
entirety. 

• He pointed out that in any case the relief 
could not be completed in time for 
Fadden to make the announcement he 
desired to the Commonwealth 
Parliament. 

• If Fadden insisted that the withdrawal 
should take place, orders would be issued 
accordingly "irrespective of the cost 
entailed and the injury to future 
prospects". 

• He trusted that Fadden would weigh very 
carefully the immense responsibility he 
would assume before history by depriving 
Australia of the glory of holding Tobruk till 
victory was won, which otherwise, by 
God's help, would be theirs for ever. 
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11 September 1941 – Washington
• On 9 July 1941, President Roosevelt had requested 

the secretaries of War and the Navy to prepare for 
him an estimate of “over-all production 
requirements required to defeat our potential 
enemies.” 

• In compliance, the secretaries presented on 11 
September a Joint Board Estimate of United States 
Over-All Production Requirements. 

• The estimate of forces required for accomplishing 
the AAF mission was based on a plan to develop first 
an interim air force with models now in production 
or in advanced stages of development, and 
eventually, by 1944, to produce a force including an 
experimental bomber with a 4,000-mile radius. 

• Requirements included: trainers, 37,051; tactical 
planes, interim force, 22,676; tactical planes, 
ultimate force, 26,416; monthly replacements, 
2,276. 

• Current orders and approved programs totalled 
72,183 military aircraft, 43,320 for the AAF, 9,457 for 
Army defense aid (mostly for Britain), and 8,395 for 
direct British contracts.

• To attain its own goal of approximately 60,000 
planes, the AAF proposed to add a fill-in program of 
16,437 aircraft. Australia's War September 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 24 26



11/12 September 1941 – Mediterranean
• The Italian cargo ship Alfredo Oriani (3,059 

GRT) was bombed and damaged in the 
Mediterranean Sea (35°50′N 20°16′E) by 
Bristol Blenheim aircraft of the Royal Air 
Force. She sank on 13 September 180 nautical 
miles (330 km) north of Benghazi, Libya 
(35°50′N 20°16′E). Two of her 50 crew died.

• The German cargo ship Livorno (1,829 GRT, 
1924) was torpedoed and sunk in the 
Mediterranean Sea off Bougie, Algeria 
(31°58′N 19°23′E) by HMS Thunderbolt ( Royal 
Navy).

• The Italian cargo ship Caffaro (6,476 GRT, 
1924) was torpedoed and sunk in the 
Mediterranean Sea north west of Tripoli, 
Libya (34°14′N 11°54′E) by Fairey Swordfish 
aircraft of 830 Squadron, Fleet Air Arm. Four 
of the 228 men aboard were lost.

• The British tug Tai Koo(688 GRT) struck a mine 
and sank in the Red Sea (16°45′N 40°05′E) 
with the loss of 26 of the 63 people on board.
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12 September 1941 – Darwin
• Early on the morning of 12 September the planes 

took off for Clark Field, near Manila.

• Upon encountering stormy weather, the B- 17’s 
maneuvered into storm echelon, flying over 
water at an altitude of from 100 to 400 feet. 

• By mid-afternoon the bombers reached Clark 
Field, where they landed safely in a blinding rain.

• Successful completion of the historic flight 
offered reassuring proof that the Philippines 
could be reinforced by air.

• Despite the strategic focus on Germany the 
Philippines were being given the highest priority 
in the delivery of needed combat forces. Out of 
an anticipated production in the United States of 
220 heavy bombers by the end of February 1942, 
no less than 165 had been scheduled for delivery 
to the Philippines. Australia's War September 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 24 28

Emmett O’Donnel survived to lead the 
first B29 attack on Tokyo and to 
command the US Pacific Air Forces 
during the Vietnam war.



12 September 1941 – Melbourne
• The Australian Prime Minister stood his ground. 

• His reply once more stressed the importance the Australian 
Government attached to the concentration of the A.I.F. in 
one corps, urged that the decline in the garrison's powers of 
resistance necessitated the relief, referred in detail to the 
several reasons advanced by General Auchinleck for 
deferring a relief, adopted in general the comments already 
received from General Blamey, and stated that the reference 
to a sortie from Tobruk had cause d the Australian 
Government grave concern. 

• In view of the responsibilities reposed in General Blamey as 
commander of the A.I.F. and the advice tendered by him, 
which was supported by the Government's advisers in 
Australia, he was bound, he said, to request that the relief 
and the reconcentration of the A.I.F. should proceed. 

• In the light of the requests made over an extended period, 
any reverse suffered by the Tobruk garrison would have far-
reaching effects. The Australian Government did not consider 
that the military considerations put forward by General 
Auchinleck outweighed the case for a relief. 
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13 September 1941 – North Africa
• No. 3 Squadron was ordered to 

return to the Western Desert, and 
leaving Rayak on 3rd September, 
moved first to Amiriya and then to 
Sidi Haneish where it was ready to 
resume operations on 13th 
September. 

• No. 450’s task sorting captured 
French equipment ended on 13th 
September and the Australian 
ground crews then stood by hoping 
that at last pilots would be 
available to enable the squadron to 
begin operating. 
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Sidi Barrani, Egypt. C. 1941-11. Fighter pilots of No. 3 
Squadron RAAF around one of the Squadron's 
Tomahawk aircraft. In the centre with arms folded is 
the CO, Squadron Leader Peter J. Jeffrey.



13 September 1941 - Britain 
• No. 456 Squadron was formed during June as 

a night-fighter squadron. 

• Several Australians were posted from 
Uxbridge or Bournemouth to twin-engined
fighter training units, but on graduation these 
men were sent to R.A.F. squadrons, and five 
had been dispatched to the Middle East by 
the end of the year. 

• No. 456 began its career with a single R.A.A.F. 
observer who was joined during August by 
one pilot. 

• Sixteen air gunners arrived the same month, 
but as the unit was due to convert to 
Beaufighter aircraft, those that could not be 
retrained as observers became redundant and 
were soon posted away. 

• However, on 13th September 456 received 
substantial drafts of ground crews from 
Bournemouth and these at last gave it a 
decided Australian character. 
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A Beaufighter Mark II aircraft of No 456 Squadron 
RAAF at Valley airfield. Left to right; Leading 
Aircraftman (LAC) Abbot, Sergeant Pilot Stevens, LAC 
Molloy, LAC Gibson, Corporal (CPL) Cooper, CPL 
Thomas.



14 September 1941 - North Africa 
• When, in March, the 9th Division had been sent 

west to garrison Cyrenaica with the intention that it 
should train for war there, the division's artillery, 
comprising the 2/7th, 2/8th and 2/12th Field 
Regiments, was kept at base. Lack of equipment was 
the reason.

• Soon regiments were needed for Egypt's defence. 
Then trucks and guns were found. The 2/7th and 
2/8th Field Regiments came in to Matruh on 23rd 
May. The 2/12th had meanwhile been dispatched to 
Tobruk. The regiments started acquiring experience 
in the continuing skirmishing on the frontier.

• On 14th September the German armour surged 
confidently across the frontier in three columns, 
manoeuvred in brilliant encircling sweeps but failed 
to catch the Western Desert Force groups falling 
back to the minefield in the first step of the 
prescribed withdrawal.

• Through the British minefield the German armour 
drove on with "unperturbed pace, deliberate speed" 
until, near Sofafi, the chase came to a stop in the 
afternoon when fuel ran out. Drawing together to 
replenish the immobile German armour was caught 
huddled and defence -less by the Middle East air 
forces and carpet bombed.
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Rommel’s reconnaissance in force 14 September.



14 September 1941 - North Africa 

• The British forces, with the 
Australian artillery, withdrew on 
Sidi Barrani but the Germans 
had already retired to their 
starting position. 

• The 9th Divisional Engineers were 
also not sent to Tobruk but were 
later moved forward into the 
Western Desert to carry out 
construction tasks.
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15 September 1941 – London
• In reply Churchill telegraphed 

Fadden (on 15th September):

• "Orders will at once be given in 
accordance with your decision.“

• The Chiefs of Staff thereupon 
instructed the commanders-in-
chief in the Middle East to take 
action to carry out the decision 
immediately. 

Australia's War September 41 ©Jerry McBrien Wk 24 34



16 September 1941 - France 
• When flying resumed on the 16th 

(Sept)No. 452 joined in a twin-wing 
sweep and the following day took part 
in two Circuses, one of them on an 
unusually large scale. 

• The morning attack on Mazingarbe, 
which was becoming a routine target, 
was made by twenty-three Blenheims
supported by no less than twenty-five 
fighter squadrons, and the afternoon 
attack on the normal scale was 
directed against Marquise.

• On none of these patrols did the 
Australians meet any opposition.
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17 September 1941 - Canberra
• Parliament met again on 17th 

September. Fadden informed 
Parliament that the Minister for 
Commerce, Sir Earle Page (photo), 
would go to London at an early date 
"to discuss with the United Kingdom 
Government vital war matters of 
common interest". 

• In answer to questions he said that 
Page was "not going to London to 
become a Member of the Imperial 
War Cabinet. He is going in pursuance 
of a decision of this House that a 
Minister should be sent to London to 
inquire into many vital matters which 
closely affect the welfare of this 
country“.
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• The dwindling but irrepressible rumours still circulating 
in  Tobruk that all the AIF in the fortress would follow 
the 18th Brigade out were revived on the 17th 
September, when units scheduled to leave in the coming 
moonlit period were warned. 

• The 2/1st Pioneer Battalion and the 24th Brigade less 
the 2/43rd Battalion, were to be relieved by the 16th 
British Brigade, the 2/12th Field Regiment by the 144th 
Regiment, R.A., the 2/3rd Anti-Tank Regiment and two 
batteries of the 3rd R.H.A. by the 149th Anti-Tank 
Regiment. 

• The 2/7th Field Company was to accompany the 24th 
Brigade with other units normally attached to the 
brigade. To enable Godfrey's brigade to change places 
with Lomax's brigade in divisional reserve, Murray's 
brigade relieved Godfrey's brigade between the 18th 
and 20th September in the eastern sector. 

• The 20th Brigade returned to divisional reserve. 

• The 144th Field Regiment arrived in Tobruk on the night 
of the 18th September to relieve the 2/12th. 

• The 2/12th Regiment's diarist noted: Since its arrival in 
the area the Regt has fired approx. 56,000 rounds of 
which the 75-mm equipments fired 27,000 rounds. Total 
battle casualties to date: 24 killed and 24 wounded.
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17 September 1941 – Tobruk 



18 September 1941 - Mediterranean
• On 18 September 1941 HMS Upholder 

sank two troopships within hours of each 
other: the sister ships MS Neptunia
(19,475 GRT) and MS Oceania (19,507 
GRT) in the Mediterranean off Misrata, 
Libya (33°02′N 14°42′E). Combined losses 
were 384 men killed, 5434 men were 
saved.

• Upholder was commanded for her entire 
career by Lieutenant-Commander 
Malcolm David Wanklyn, and became the 
most successful British submarine of the 
Second World War.

• Wanklyn was awarded the Victoria Cross 
for a patrol in her in 1941, which included 
an attack on a particularly well-defended 
convoy on 24 May 1941 in which 
Upholder sank the 17,879 GRT Italian 
troop ship SS Conte Rosso.
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Lt Commander Malcolm Wanklyn VC, DSO with his 
First Lieutenant, Lt J R D Drummond, both of HMS 
Upholder.



18 September 1941 - France 
• On 18th September 452 were detailed with Nos. 485 and 

602 as close escort to twelve Blenheims attacking Rouen.

• The Kenley Wing formed up correctly but, on joining the 
bombers over Beachy Head, found a Hurricane squadron, 
detailed for a different operation, already in close company 
with the forward box of six Blenheims. 

• The resulting confusion in the escort and an unplanned 
turn to starboard by the bombers left "B " Flight isolated on 
the outside of the turn . 

• Numerous enemy fighters were above and the pre-
arranged top cover was not in sight with the result that by 
a continuous series of attacks from above the 
Messerschmitts drew "B" Flight back from the rest of the 
fighter "beehive" and held them at a great numerical 
disadvantage .

• From this point a series of dog-fight s ensued, "A" Flight 
moving across to aid "B" Flight but the whole squadron 
eventually becoming split into individuals or pairs. In 
opportunist attacks, Thorold-Smith, Chisholm, Douglas and 
Truscott each destroyed one enemy aircraft, while Truscott 
claimed another as probably destroyed and Sergeant Wawn
two as damaged. Although Bungey made no claim, he fired 
several times at enemy aircraft and helped to deflect the 
initial assault on "B" Flight. 

• Four Australians failed to return. 
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20 September 1941 - France 
• No. 452 was again out in strength on 20th 

September when three coordinated Circuses 
were mounted against railway and shipbuilding 
yards in northern France. 

• The Kenley Wing led by Bungey was detailed as 
high cover over Abbeville and again met very 
determined opposition from some fifty 
Messerschmitts as the bombers neared the 
target in clear visibility. 

• No. 452 broke up into sections to counter 
successive attacks and a general melee ensued 
during which Finucane claimed three, Truscott 
two and Chisholm and Sergeant Dunstan each 
one enemy fighter destroyed, while Truscott 
damaged a further Messerschmitt and Sergeant 
Elphick damaged two. 

• On this occasion the squadron's own losses were 
not so severe, one Spitfire failing to return.
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20 September 1941 - Britain
• At this time pilots had not only 

considerable freedom in choosing their 
own route to the target but latitude in the 
manner in which they attacked. 

• At a common briefing before the 
operation they received the latest 
information about the target itself, the 
predicted weather, and all enemy 
defences lying along and to each side of 
the direct route. 

• An elastic period of time was given for 
the actual bombing, and having reached 
the target area some crews might spend 
up to half an hour trying to identify either 
the aiming point or some prominent 
landmark nearby from which they could 
approach on a timed course, the bombs 
then being released blind at the 
estimated time over the objective. 

• All crews who dropped their bombs were 
credited with having attacked.
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Aircrew briefing.



20 September 1941 - Britain
• A further 226 Australian ground 

staff joined the squadron (455) on 
13th September. 

• The first R.A.A.F. aircrew member 
arrived a week later (20th 
September) followed by several 
more in subsequent weeks 
although R.A.F. aircrew 
predominated for a long time.

• The squadron began to take an 
increasing share in normal bomber 
duties although frequently it had to 
borrow aircraft from a sister 
squadron.
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Aircrew about to be ferried out to their aircraft.



20 September 1941 - London
• The British had prepared, at the instigation of 

President Roosevelt, an estimate of munitions 
requirements similar to that submitted by the Joint 
Board on 11 September. 

• From the information thus provided, the President 
hoped to have formulated a Victory Program for the 
creation of a huge pool of weapons for the common 
service of nations opposing the Axis. 

• Between 17 and 20 September, the British and 
American estimates were examined jointly. Aircraft 
requirements listed in the AAF report were accepted 
tentatively, subject to deletion of ten medium 
bombardment and twelve pursuit groups for which 
designated bases could not be provided.

• British requirements amounted to 49,385 planes, 
including first-line strength and wastage, but not 
trainers or strategic reserve. 

• Of these, the British calculated they could build 
35,832 by July 1943, leaving a deficit of 13,553 to be 
made up by the United States.
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Avro Lancaster aircraft under 
construction at the A V Roe & Co Ltd 
factory at Woodford, Cheshire.



21 September 1941 - France 
• On 21st Kenley Wing was detailed as high 

cover in an attack on Gosnay but failing to 
meet the bombers, Bungey led the three 
squadrons out over Dungeness and into 
France at Le Touquet. 

• There the wing orbited, still searching for 
the Blenheims, and finally proceeded 
towards the target, being shadowed by 
enemy fighters. At 3.20 p.m., over 
Desvres a considerable number of 
Messerschmitts were encountered and 
for the next ten minutes a furious battle 
raged commencing at 20,000 feet but in 
the case of some combats continuing 
down to ground level.

• Finucane was again leading scorer with 
two victories, Truscott, Chisholm and 
Wawn accounting for the three other 
enemy aircraft destroyed, while Chisholm 
and Lewis each damaged one.
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400213 Squadron Leader K. W. Truscott DFC (left) and 
402150 Sergeant K. B. Chisholm (centre) of No. 452 
(Spitfire) Squadron RAAF at an RAF station, with the 
Squadron Intelligence Officer.



24 September 1941 – North Africa 
• The use of fighters on standing patrols 

had repeatedly been condemned as 
wasteful but the determined 
opportunist forays of the superior Me-
109F at this period made this 
unsatisfactory method of defence 
temporarily inevitable. 

• The "decoy" tactics employed by the 
Germans were well illustrated on 24th 
September when at 12.45 p.m. Flight 
Lieutenant Saunders attacked and set 
on fire a lone Ju-88, only to be 
attacked himself and forced down by 
five Me-109s which had been lurking 
above. 

• Saunders escaped with superficial 
wounds only but his aircraft was 
destroyed on the ground by the 
enemy fighters. 
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A FLIGHT OF TOMAHAWKS USED BY THE RAF AND 
NO.3 SQUADRON RAAF IN THE MIDDLE EAST.



20th September 1941 – Middle East

• On 20th September the New 
Zealand Government was still 
awaiting the Australian 
Government's views on the re-
establishment of the Anzac 
Corps. 

• That day Freyberg cabled to his 
Prime Minister that the corps 
could not yet be formed because 
the 6th Australian Division was 
not yet re-equipped and trained 
and the 9th was in Tobruk.
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26 September 1941 - France 
• Fog and bad weather interrupted 

operations until 26th September 
when an uneventful Rhubarb was 
flown by four aircraft, and only one 
more Circus was attempted during 
the month, when, although the 
target was Amiens marshalling yards, 
no enemy opposition was met. 

• Squadron spirits remained high for 
No. 452 was again pre-eminent 
among Fighter Command squadrons 
with eighteen enemy aircraft claimed 
destroyed during the month, and the 
posting of Douglas to command a 
squadron permitted the elevation of 
an Australian to his place.

• Truscott, whose determination and 
judgment had become increasingly 
apparent with every engagement, 
was chosen. 
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400213 Squadron Leader Keith 'Bluey' Truscott 
(left), 41276 Sqn Ldr Brendan Eamonn Fergus 
"Paddy" Finucane RAF (centre) and 402144 Sqn 
Ldr Raymond Edward Thorold-Smith of No 452 
Squadron RAAF.



27 September 1941 – North Africa 
• The September seaborne relief, called operation 

SUPERCHARGE by the Royal Navy, was carried out 
over the period from 17th to 27th September. 

• Almost every night of the moonless period a 
convoy consisting of one fast minelayer and three 
destroyers came into Tobruk Harbour and departed 
within two hours of arrival. 

• Two minelayers and as many as eleven destroyers 
took part in the relief, while the 7th Cruiser 
Squadron—the Ajax, Neptune and Hobart—acted 
as a covering force.

• In operation SUPERCHARGE almost 6,000 men 
(including 544 wounded ) were taken out of Tobruk 
and 6,300 brought in without incident. On the 
other hand supply deliveries in September fell 
short of the delivery rate in the preceding two 
months by more than 1,000 tons. This was not only 
because the cargo-carrying capacity of the 
destroyers was diminished by the requirement to 
transport troops but also because the relief 
coincided with the shipping of tank reinforcements 
to Tobruk, for which the lighter s normally 
employed in carrying stores and ammunition were 
used.
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Relieved after months of grim fighting in the defence 
of Tobruk, these Australian soldiers are shown 
disembarking in Alexandria from a ship of the Royal 
Navy. 27 September 1941.



29 September 1941 - Britain
• On the same day (29 September), Churchill 

telegraphed Auchinleck: 

• It may well be that you will be granted by the 
enemy the time you have asked. But every day's 
delay is dearly purchased in the wider sphere. . . . I 
hope to persuade the Australian Government not 
to hamper you by pulling out their last two 
brigades in the October moonless period. 

• Churchill reopened the question with Fadden in a 
telegram sent on 30th September. 

• He mentioned that he and the Minister of State 
had with difficulty prevented Auchinleck from 
resigning because of the Australian Government's 
want of confidence: had their decision been based 
on political grounds, Auchinleck would not have 
felt the want of confidence implied. He trusted 
that all troops in Tobruk would be relieved in the 
great impending operation. The withdrawal of the 
Australians in October would certainly handicap 
the air force in their fight for air superiority; every 
day's delay in delivering the attack would make the 
task more difficult. The probable date of the 
offensive was early November and the period 
during which the two Australian brigades would be 
involved was very short.
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30 September 1941 - Atlantic
• On the last day of the month (30 September), Havyatt found 

two small tramp steamers at sea in the southeast corner of 
the Bay of Biscay. Each was of approximately 400 tons 
displacement and armed with large twin machine-guns each 
side of the wheelhouse, a heavy gun on the stern and an anti-
aircraft gun forward. 

• They bore no national markings but were almost certainly 
iron-ore ships plying between Spanish ports and Bordeaux. As 
the Sunderland came close to investigate, the rear ship 
opened fire, so Havyatt climbed to 3,000 feet and in a shallow 
dive attacked the ships, which had separated and were circling 
evasively, but kept up a steady fire with their guns. 

• The nearest bomb fell sixty yards astern of the second ship 
which was raked with machine-gun bullets as the Sunderland 
swept overhead. 

• The ships were photographed and Havyatt then dived to 100 
feet and commenced shadowing from one and a half miles 
astern. He reported the circumstances of the attack to base, 
but continual mechanical trouble with the wireless, which 
twice burst into flames, prevented amplifying reports being 
sent or instructions received from No. 19 Group. 

• After following the ships for five hours the Sunderland had to 
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Sqn Ldr, (later Wing Cdr) Harry 
Havyatt CO of No. 20 (Catalina) 
Squadron RAAF. He was lost on 

operations over the South West 
Pacific on 21 May 1944.



September 1941 - Australia 
• By September 1941 the R.A.N. had 68 ships in 

commission (excluding those manned for the R.N. 
and classified as H.M. Australian Ships) ranging 
from cruisers to a tug. Mobilised strength was 
19,740 officers and men. Of this number 8,640 
were in H.M.A. Ships on the Australia Station; 
3,500 were in H.M.A. Ships overseas; 300 were in 
H.M. armed merchant cruiser Kanimbla; 900 were 
on special service in the Royal Navy and in 
defensively armed merchant ships; and 6,400 were 
in Australian shore establishments, including 
wireless stations, boom defence depots, war signal 
stations, base staffs, and recruits under training.

• Up to September the RAN had also supplied the RN 
with 96 Reserve officers and 172 Reserve ratings 
with limited anti-submarine qualifications; and had 
recruited for the RN and sent to the United 
Kingdom 160 officers and 200 ratings brought in 
under the "Yachtsmen Scheme"— selected from 
men with yachting experience.  

• In addition to new construction work, Australian 
shipyards during the war up to September 1941 

• fitted 214 ships with defensive armament, 
• 216 with paravanes, 
• and degaussed 198 vessels.
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STARBOARD SIDE VIEW OF THE BRITISH CARGO 
STEAMER BOSWORTH. NOTE THE 4 INCH GUN ON 
THE STERN AND THE EXTERNAL DEGAUSSING CABLE 
FITTED AROUND THE TOP OF THE HULL.



September 1941 - Melbourne
• As part of this plan for 

reinforcing the Philippines, the 
Australian Government, in 
September 1941, agreed to an 
American proposal whereby 
bases suitable for the new 
American heavy bombers would 
be constructed at Rabaul, Port 
Moresby, Townsville and Darwin, 
thus establishing a friendly air 
route from Hawaii to the 
Philippines.
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September 1941 - Malaya
• No. 21 Squadron RAAF continued to operate Wirraways

though the need to replace these with more modern 
machines was becoming urgent. The Australian Government 
sent a direct request to Brooke-Popham that he should do 
everything possible to secure them for the squadron. 
Buffaloes were the only answer and in September 18 of these 
aircraft were listed for delivery to it. 

• In the same month a temporary advanced flying training unit 
was formed at Kluang in central-southern Malaya in an 
endeavour to meet the training needs of Australian and New 
Zealand pilots who were arriving direct from flying training 
schools. More than four months of training was required 
before such airmen could be expected to be ready for 
operational flying. 

• To help in the establishment of this unit five of No. 21 
Squadron's most experienced pilots and six of its Wirraways
were transferred to it. 

• 21 Squadron was handicapped also by a decision of Air 
Headquarters, made simultaneously, that it should change its 
role from general reconnaissance and become a fighter and 
army cooperation squadron. Not all the pilots were readily 
adaptable to the change—they had not been selected as 
fighter pilots in the first place and inevitably some were now 
unsuitable. 

• Another difficulty arose from the posting back to Australia of 
tour-expired pilots, whose services could ill be spared.

• Allshorn took command of No. 21 in October.
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A WIRRAWAY AIRCRAFT OF NO. 21 SQUADRON RAAF, 
IN FLIGHT.



September 1941 - Malaya
• The only substantial reinforcement to 

reach Singapore between August and 
December was the 28th Indian 
Brigade. which arrived in September, 
poorly trained and incompletely 
equipped. 

• The Chiefs of Staff later informed 
Brooke-Popham (photo) that they also 
could not afford the reinforcements 
he sought for MATADOR, and pointed 
out that there must be no advance 
into Thailand before the Japanese 
invaded it. 

• In reply to an inquiry by the Chiefs of 
Staff, Brooke-Popham said that he 
would need 36 hours notice before 
undertaking MATADOR.
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September 1941 - Mediterranean 

• Early in September Malta was 
well reinforced by fighter aircraft 
flown from carriers from the 
west.

• At the end of the month 
operation SUBSTANCE was 
repeated successfully when a 
convoy of nine large merchant 
ships (Operation HALBERD) were 
run to the island from Gibraltar. 
One merchant ship, Imperial Star 
(10,733 tons), was torpedoed 
and sunk. 
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An Italian torpedo bomber on fire and crashing whilst 
HMS ARK ROYAL steams on during Operation 
Halberd, a large British convoy to Malta with a Royal 
Navy escort under the command of Vice Admiral Sir 
James Somerville.



September 1941 - Europe 
• By September 1941, 220, nearly 

a quarter of the New Zealanders 
who had served with Bomber 
Command since the outbreak of 
war, had lost their lives.

• A further fifty had been made 
prisoners of war.
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September 1941 - France 
• F-Lt Paddy Finucane was an Irish RAF officer 

appointed as one of the founding flight 
commanders of No. 452 Squadron at the age of 20.

• While with No. 452  Finucane destroyed 20 
German aircraft, shared in the destruction of three, 
with two damaged and another two probably 
destroyed.

• In January 1942, Finucane was promoted to 
squadron leader in No. 602 Squadron.

• In June 1942, he became the youngest wing 
commander in RAF history.

• On 15 July 1942, Finucane took off with his flight 
for a mission over France. His Spitfire was damaged 
by ground-fire. He attempted to fly back to 
England but was forced to ditch and could not be 
found. He was 21.

• Finucane was credited with 28 aerial victories, five 
probably destroyed, six shared destroyed, one 
shared probable victory, and eight damaged. 
Included in his total were 23 Messerschmitt Bf 
109s, four Focke-Wulf Fw 190s and one 
Messerschmitt Bf 110. He had been awarded the 
DSO and the DFC and two Bars.
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Group portrait of pilots of No. 452 (Spitfire) Squadron 
RAAF at RAF Station Kirton-in-Lindsey.



September 1941 - Atlantic

• During 1941, 120 New Zealanders served with the anti-submarine 
squadrons of Coastal Command as pilots, navigators, wireless 
operators and air gunners. Many were with the Anson and Hudson 
squadrons which did valuable work at this period of the war; others 
flew with the Sunderlands, while several were with the first Whitley 
and Wellington squadrons to operate against the U-boats. 

• By September 1941, 54 New Zealanders had lost their lives while 
serving with the command, some when their machines developed 
engine trouble over the sea, others when they failed to find a landing 
area in bad weather. In one case a Hudson crashed into a balloon 
barrage and all the crew were lost. Several crews failed to return from 
reconnaissance patrols in the vicinity of the enemy coast, while a few 
disappeared completely on long patrols over the Atlantic.
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September 1941 - Atlantic
• The failure of aircraft to discover enemy 

submarines in the Bay of Biscay during August 
1941, led to a belief that the enemy had divined 
British A.S.V. transmission and had themselves 
evolved a search-receiver which picked them up 
and thus gave warning of the approach of an 
aircraft.

• Accordingly, on 19th August 1941, the aircraft 
of No. 19 Group were forbidden except in 
emergency to use their A.S.V. during alternate 
weeks so that this supposition might be tested. 
This trial lasted for five weeks.

• Mount Batten, now almost entirely free from 
enemy air action, came increasingly to be used 
as an advanced base for strike operations.

• Photo: Duxford's Short Sunderland mounts the 
original short-range ASV antennas, now painted 
bright yellow.
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• Menzies tour, Middle East and 
Palestine | Australian War 
Memorial (awm.gov.au)

• Menzies tour, Middle East and 
Palestine

• 14 Min

• Hurley, James Francis (Frank) 
and Parer, Damien Peter
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• Thanks for your attention.

• End of Term

• Back on 5th October.
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