
Source 3.1: President John F Kennedy meets with Prime Minister of Australia, Robert Menzies. In the background is 
White House photographer, Cecil Stoughton. Oval Office, White house, Washington D.C. 25 September 1962

Menzies, the Cold War and the ANZUS Treaty

The defence of Australia

From 1788, the British Empire assumed responsibility for defending the Australian continent against 
external forces. However, by the early twentieth century, Britain’s capacity to defend the newly federated 
nation of Australia had weakened, and it had become more focused on the military threats rising in Europe. 
It soon became obvious that Britain was no longer the strong protector or ally that Australia needed 
against external threats such as the Japanese expansion across the Pacific region. Australia, with its rich 
natural resources, was an obvious target and was at risk despite the ‘Singapore Strategy’, a plan devised in 
the 1920s by the British and Australian governments to defend both the British Empire’s interests in 
South-East Asia and Australia from an increasingly powerful Japan. 



In February 1942, the Singapore strategy failed. Not only were 15 000 Australian soldiers taken prisoner by 
the Japanese for the duration of World War Two, but the Japanese bombed Darwin in the Northern 
Territory, and a few months later Japanese midget submarines attacked Sydney and Newcastle in New 
South Wales.  It was now very clear that Australia needed to forge other alliances both during wartime and 
for a post-World War Two world.

Source 3.2: Thick clouds of smoke rise from oil tanks bombed during the first Japanese air raid on Darwin. The ship in 
the foreground is HMAS Deloraine, which escaped being hit.



The Cold War: a new kind of war

Despite having fought together against Nazi Germany during World War II, the Soviet Union and its western 
allies soon parted ways once the war was won. The Soviet Union felt that the best way to preserve their 
communist way of life was to create a buffer zone between itself and Western Europe. So, while the 
Soviets liberated Eastern European countries, such as Poland, Hungary, and Bulgaria, from the Nazis they 
then set up pro-communist governments in these countries. The result was that Great Britain and the 
United States feared that communism would spread across Europe and threaten democracy. So 
effectively, by the end of 1948, a new kind of war had begun: the Cold War. 

At first this was not necessarily a war of direct engagement in battle, known as a ‘hot’ war but instead a 
conflict of ideologies fought in the shadows and via alliance-building. However, the Cold War soon spread 
to other regions of the world especially with the rise to power of communism in China. Then the Soviet-
backed North Korean communist government invaded the U.S.-backed South Korea in 1950 which led to 
the first of what came to be known as the proxy wars. A proxy war is a war between groups or smaller 
countries that each represent the interests of other larger powers. Another example of a proxy war during 
the Cold War is the Vietnam War.

Australia, through its ties to both Great Britain and the United States and its geographical proximity to 
South-east Asia, soon became involved in the Cold War and ultimately was drawn into sending troops to 
these proxy wars such as the Korean and Vietnam Wars. The Cold War period finally ended with the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union into its original sovereign countries at the end of 1991.

Menzies and a new alliance

As early as 1941 it had become obvious to Menzies that he would need to seek a new ally for Australia. In 
February 1941 he had flown to London and spent ten long weeks there as a member Prime Minister Sir 
Winston Churchill’s War cabinet, trying to convince the British to increase their defence of Singapore in 
the light of an upcoming war with Japan. Unfortunately, he was not successful, with Britain preoccupied 
with Nazi Germany and only able to offer limited support to Australia when Japan entered the war in 
December 1941. 



Source 3.3: Menzies and Churchill in London, 1941.

In the post-war period, as the political world realigned itself, the larger Allied powers were focused on 
rebuilding Europe and Japan. It became clear to Menzies and his cabinet that it was important for Australia 
to position itself as a power in the South-east Asian and Pacific regions and on the world stage to protect 
its interests.

In fact, both Australia and New Zealand were concerned that their needs and concerns would be 
overlooked as world politics were reshaped, particularly in the Asia-Pacific region. So, even before the end 
of World War Two, Australia and New Zealand signed a pact to work together to achieve their shared goals 
in the international arena. This agreement, most commonly called, the ANZAC Pact, was signed on 21 
January 1944 and was the first time both nations had negotiated a treaty without Great Britain.



Date  PRIME MINISTERS  EVENTS 

5 April 1939 

 

 

 

 

 

18 April 1939 

Joseph Lyons (leading a coalition of the 
United Australia Party and Country 
Party) dies ‘in office’, i.e., while he is 
still Prime Minister. He is briefly 
succeeded by Earle Page. 

 

Robert Menzies becomes leader of the 
United Australia Party and Prime 
Minister of Australia. 

 

3 September 1939     Australia declares that it is at war with Germany. 

21 September 1940 

 

 

 

 

28 October 1940 

The United Australia Party/Country 
Party Coalition win the most seats but 
do not have a majority. 

 

The Coalition forms government with 
the support of two independent MPs. 

 

 

29 August 1941 

Menzies resigns as Prime Minister and 
as leader of the United Australia Party. 
Arthur Fadden steps into the role but 
lasts for only 40 days. 

 

7 October 1941 

The two independent MPs transfer 
their support to the Labor Party. After a 
parliamentary confidence vote, John 
Curtin, leader of the Labor party is 
sworn in as Prime Minister. 

 

7 December 1941 

 

 

 

 

8 December 1941 

 

 

 

Japanese Navy Air Service bombs Pearl Harbour. 
More than 2400 people die and 1100 are 
wounded. Japanese declare they are at war with 
USA and British Empire.  

 

Japanese forces invade British territory of 
Malaya. USA and Britain declare war on Japan. 

 



8 December 1941 

 

11 December 1941 

 

Australia declares that it is at war with Japan. 

 

Germany and Italy declare war on USA. 

26 December 1941   

Curtin announces in his New Year message to the 
Australian people that Australia now needs to 
look to America as an ally to repel a Japanese 
invasion. 

15 February 1942   
Singapore is successfully invaded by the 
Japanese. 15,000 Australian troops are now 
prisoners of war. 

19 February 1942    Darwin is bombed by the Japanese Navy Air 
Service. 235 people die and 300+ are wounded. 

14 March 1942    

Curtin makes a radio address to the people of 
the United States stressing the importance of 
America making a stand with Australia against 
the Japanese. 

29 May-8 June 1942    Japanese submarines attack Sydney Harbour and 
Newcastle. 

21 August 1943 
The Labor Party is re-elected to 
government and John Curtin remains 
Prime Minister. 

 

21 January 1944    The ANZAC Pact is signed. 

13 October 1944    Robert Menzies forms the Liberal Party. 

8 May 1945    Germany surrenders.  

5 July 1945 
John Curtin dies in office. Robert 
Menzies is one of the pall bearers at his 
funeral. 

 

6 July 1945 

 

 

Deputy Prime Minister Frank Forde is 
briefly Prime Minister until the Labor 
Party elects Ben Chifley to the role. 

 

6 August and 9 August 1945    USA bombs Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 



Source 3.4:  List of Prime Ministers and Key events during World War II and after.

Next, just as the Curtin government had turned to the United States in its hour of need during World War 
Two, Menzies made the decision to ally with the U.S. to solidify Australia’s role as a political power in the 
Pacific region. The outcome of this decision was the ANZUS treaty, signed on 1 September 1951.

I have for many years believed that the best way of ensuring peace is not by resolutions of great assemblies but by the 
steady grouping together of genuinely peace-loving nations so that more and more areas may be established in which … 
there can be no thought of aggressive war or of any dispute incapable of being settled by reasons and the common 
principles of justice.

Source 3.5: Robert Menzies Broadcast for New Zealand, 26 January 1954 

Approximately 214,000 people die. 

2 September 1945    Japan surrenders. End of World War II. 

28 September 1946 
The Labor Party is re-elected to 
government and Ben Chifley remains 
Prime Minister. 

 

10 December 1949 
The Liberal Party is elected, and Robert 
Menzies begins his second term as 
Prime Minister. 

 

1 September 1951    The ANZUS Treaty is signed. 

20 January 1966 
After winning elections in 1951, 1954, 
1955, 1958, 1961 and 1963, Menzies 
retires after 16 years as Prime Minister. 

 



The ANZUS Treaty

Source 3.6: The signing of the ANZUS treaty in San Francisco, USA on 1 September 1951. 

The ANZUS Treaty, as its name suggests, is a pact between Australia, New Zealand and the United States to 
safeguard the security of each signatory nation. It was signed in San Francisco on 1 September 1951.  
Menzies considered it his greatest legacy in a long list of achievements as Prime Minister of Australia. The 
treaty gave the small countries of Australia and New Zealand a ‘great and powerful friend.’

The United States has sixteen times the population of Australia, and almost sixty times the population of New Zealand. 
Clearly what Australia and New Zealand could do to assist the United States would be a very small fraction of what it 
could do for us. But the United States still made the treaty.

Source 3.7: Sir Robert Menzies in ‘Afternoon Light: some memories of men and events.’

Being a part of the ANZUS treaty meant that Australia was able to maintain its presence in international 
politics in a meaningful way in the arena that was most important to it: the Asian-Pacific region. It also 
gave Australia the security of knowing that if a foreign power attacked Australia, we had allies within the 
region who would come to our aid. The ANZUS Treaty has proven to be a successful alliance for Australia 
as it is still going strong over seventy years later, despite the withdrawal of New Zealand in the 1980s due 
to its concerns over US nuclear-powered submarines. Australia and the United States still share many of 
the same values, such as a belief in freedom for all, basic human rights, the rule of law and democracy.

Robert Menzies Institute 




