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PRE-GREECE 
 

Private Harry Bowkett, 2/11 Battalion, Australian Imperial Force 
 

As yet nothing is known of Harry’s own personal experiences prior to his arrival in Greece in April 1941.  
However, the Battalion had been in action in the North African desert, so Harry and his comrades would 
have been blooded before crossing to Piraeus.  Here is where he fought.  It was a busy month! 
 
From the Australian War Memorial website: 
 
1 AIF Summary 
 
In 1941 the defence of Greece was placed largely in the hands of troops from Australia and New Zealand. 
During the course of the campaign this dominion force, although it included a British brigade, became 
known as the ANZAC Corps. Even before the German invasion, senior British military and political figures 
doubted the wisdom of attempting to fight the Germans in Greece and some were already discussing 
evacuation plans. Lacking aircraft and armour, the Allies were poorly prepared to withstand the German 
onslaught which came in the form of ten infantry, armoured and specialist mountain warfare divisions. 
Outnumbered on the ground and in the air the British Commonwealth force was unable to deploy 
sufficient troops in any one area to halt the German advance. Instead they found themselves conducting a 
series of withdrawals, slowing the Germans down and offering brave and sometimes successful local 
resistance. 
 
The campaign was dogged by poor liaison between the ANZACs and their Greek allies - problems which 
were exacerbated by language difficulties and a lack of equipment. While the ANZAC force never lost its 
cohesion they were never in a position to reverse German successes. By 20 April, when it was clear that 
they could do no more than disrupt and slow the German advance, the Greek Government agreed that 
the force should be evacuated. 
 
The final withdrawal to the evacuation beaches on the Peloponnese was skillfully conducted and the 
evacuation began on 24 April. Over the next five nights more than 50,000 troops left Greece. They left 
behind 320 dead Australians - a further 2,065 became prisoners of war. More than 290 New Zealanders 
were killed and over 1,600 captured. Hundreds of others were cut off during the fighting, many of these 
men made their way back to Allied lines in Crete or North Africa via Turkey or the Greek islands. 
 
 
2 2/11 Battalion 
 
The 2/11th Battalion was the first Western Australian unit raised for service overseas during the Second 
World War. Its formation began with the appointment of its first commanding officer on 13 October 1939 
and by 7 November it was assembling at the newly-built Northam Camp to begin training. On 30 
November it left Northam to join the 18th Brigade of the 6th Australian Division, a journey that would end 
at another new camp at Greta in New South Wales. The battalion returned to Western Australia in the 
middle of March and embarked at Fremantle for service overseas on 20 April 1940. 
 
After arriving in the Middle East on 18 May, the 2/11th trained in Palestine and Egypt. A decision to 
reorganise Australian infantry brigades along British lines, with three battalions instead of four, meant the 
2/11th was now part of the 19th Brigade, but it remained part of the 6th Division. The battalion went into 
action for the first time at Bardia on 5 January 1941 and, as part of the Allied advance into Italian-
occupied Libya, subsequently fought at Tobruk on 21-22 January, and to secure Derna airfield on 25 
January. It was advancing to the south of Benghazi when the Italians surrendered on 7 February. 
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Australian troops in Bardia, 5 Jan 1941 
 
 
Tobruk, a small town on the Libyan coast, was central to much of the fighting that took place in the 
Western Desert during the Second World War. It had originally been developed by the Italians during their 
colonisation of eastern Libya during the early decades of the 20th century. With a sheltered deep water 
harbour it became a key naval outpost. It was fortified during the 1930s with both coastal defence 
batteries and a 50 kilometre-long perimeter of reinforced concrete platoon posts, and other supporting 
infrastructure such as gun positions, headquarters bunkers, underground supply dumps, and observation 
towers. 
 

 
 

The Australian 2/11th Infantry Battalion regroups on the escarpment at the south side of Tobruk 
harbour, after penetrating the Italian outer defences and attacking anti-aircraft positions, 22 

January 1941. 
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Approaching Derna, AIF troops, 30 January 1941 
 
 
When British and Commonwealth forces advanced out of Egypt and into Libya in January 1941, Tobruk 
was their second objective. The Italian defence perimeter was attacked by the 6th Australian Division on 
the morning of 22 January and the town fell the next morning. The operation resulted in approximately 
27,000 Italian prisoners and the capture of over 200 artillery pieces, but cost 49 Australian lives. The 6th 
Division's advance pressed on beyond Tobruk and eventually they were withdrawn from Libya to be 
deployed to Greece. 


