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World War II (1939 – 1945) 

WWII developed from events at the end of WWI. Germany was humiliated and impoverished by the conditions of surrender 
imposed by the Allies in 1918. Widespread national hardship hardened into an ideology of xenophobia and revenge. National 
Socialist Adolph Hitler was elected to government and over the 1930s Germany officially developed its programme of anti-
Semitism and nationalism.

On the 1st of September 1939, Germany invaded its neighbour, Poland. On the 3rd of September 1939, France and Britain 
declared war on Germany. Australia was a member of the British Commonwealth and had historic and emotional ties to 
Britain. On the same day that Britain declared war Australian Prime Minister Menzies and New Zealand Prime Minister Peter 
Fraser declared they were also at war. During WWII the Anzacs were particularly active in the African/Mediterranean and 
Asia/Pacific regions.

Korea (1950 – 1953) 

The Korean Peninsula had been under Japanese occupation since 1905 but when WWII ended in 1945 it was taken over by the 
Allies. The United States and the Soviet Union divided the country at the 38th parallel, creating two countries named North 
and South Korea. In June 1950 North Korean military crossed into the south, starting the Korean War. 

The USA offered military support to South Korea. The United Nations Security Council called for member nations to help. At 
first the arrival of the UN troops was called a “police action” intended to repel North Korea and the spread of Soviet communism. 
The war lasted until June 1953 when north and south agreed to an armistice.

Australia sent 17,164 Australian personnel of whom 1216 were wounded and 339 died. New Zealand sent a small force in 1950, 
and remained in a peacekeeping role until 1957 when the last troops were withdrawn. 

Vietnam (1962 – 1975)

Vietnam after WWII was a country split down ideological lines with a Soviet-backed Communist north and a democratic 
south. Australia was in sympathy with the USA and Europe in opposing the spread of communism after WWII. The Vietnamese 
conflict officially began in 1962, when a team of Australian military advisors went to South Vietnam to offer council on 
combating North Vietnam and Communist insurgency. Australia sent approximately 50,000 personnel to Vietnam over the 
period of the war, including ground troops, air force and navy operatives. Of these, 2,396 were wounded and 520 died.
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Anzacs & Anti-war sentiment

The Vietnam War was not a popular war and public opposition grew as the years passed without any government commitment 
to end the fighting. In addition, it was the first war people could watch on television. Scenes of that war, including devastating 
vision of dead people and children in flames, inspired deep distress in Australia. Many people became conscientious objectors 
and draft resisters during this war, and the 1970s were marked by large protests and anti-war marches. 

Antipathy to the Vietnam War grew so strong that returning soldiers were often met with hostility. Vietnam veterans did not 
have the closure of a celebratory homecoming, nor did they receive the psychological help they required to recover from their 
experiences. They did not officially march in Anzac Day parades until 1996. Some of these veteran Anzacs were so disturbed by 
their experience they retired into remote bush and desert locations, where some still live.  

“David Fiechtner, who served in the army during the war, kept his service a secret  

for more than 30 years. ‘When I came home from the war, I had post traumatic stress 

disorder but I didn’t tell anyone I’d been there (Vietnam) - that was the best way,’ he said.” 1

Iraq: First Gulf War (1990 – 1991)

On 2nd August 1990, Iraq invaded its oil-rich neighbour, Kuwait. Kuwait was important because of its oil trade with the rest 
of the world and Iraq wanted to control that source of wealth and energy. The UN authorised a trade embargo followed by a 
blockade of Iraq’s sea ports, both of which responses were unsuccessful. With the USA acting as the dominant member a 
multinational force of 40,000 was deployed to the Persian Gulf and Saudi Arabia. War erupted when the multinational force 
began bombing Iraqi targets from the air. Australian personnel numbered 1800. There were no Australian deaths.

Bosnia & Herzegovina - Peacekeeping

In 1945, the previously separate Balkan nations of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Serbia, Montenegro, Croatia, Slovenia and Macedonia 
had united into a single state known as the People’s Republic of Yugoslavia. Post-WWII Yugoslavia was part of the eastern Bloc: 
its ideology was essentially communist although its leaders had split from Moscow. After its strong leader Josip Tito died in 
1980, Yugoslavia’s multi-ethnic groups began to re-identify with their aforementioned historic nations. They identified as Serbs 
or Macedonians, for instance, rather than as Yugoslavians. In April 1992, the old state of Bosnia-Herzegovina declared its 
independence from Yugoslavia and a war began. Old enmities resurfaced. Bosnian-Serbs within the military and the Serb-
dominated Yugoslavian army systematically attacked Bosnian Muslim and Croatian civilians in attempts to drive them from 
Bosnia. This is a process known as ethnic cleansing, which uses the weapons of terrorism: torture, rape, destruction of homes 
and livelihoods, and the murder of civilian populations. The war resulted in 100,000 dead, of whom 80% were Bosnian Muslims. 
After a peace agreement was signed in 1995 NATO deployed an international peacekeeping force. New Zealand was part of that 
initial force and Australian forces were deployed from 1997 - 2004 as part of a 50,000-strong Stabilisation Force.               

1 
[Complete article} http://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/queensland/vietnam-vets-take-rightful-place-in-anzac-day-marches-

20100424-tkc9html#ixzz3rj3Ymuho accessed 17/11/2015
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East Timor (1999 – Ongoing) 

East Timor was invaded by Indonesia in 1975. In 1999 the Timorese were allowed to hold an election to decide their national 
status and they overwhelmingly voted for independence. This result brought reprisals against Timorese civilians by pro-
Indonesia militias and the Indonesian military. The United Nations assembled a peacekeeping force to go to east Timor. 
Australia sent 5500 military personnel to protect civilians and offer humanitarian help. The East Timorese have an historic 
relationship with the Australian military that began in WWII when Australian troops helped defend East Timor after the 
Japanese invaded. These Anzacs were called Sparrow Force. [See Extended Study & Web Links]

Afghanistan (2001 – Ongoing)

In 2001 a group of Muslim extremists successfully attacked the USA on its own soil by flying two hijacked passenger planes into 
the Twin Towers in New York. Another plane attempted to fly into the Pentagon in Washington but was foiled by the passengers 
who managed to force the hijackers to crash before they reached the target. 

As a result USA President George W Bush declared a “war against terror”. The Australian and New Zealand military joined this 
war as part of their responsibility under the Anzus Treaty. In 2002 a coalition of nations including the USA and Britain entered 
Afghanistan and removed the extremist Taliban government. Since then the coalition has been engaged in the difficult task of 
locating and destroying terrorists inside the borders of officially non-hostile sovereign nations. 

Between 2002 and 2015 forty-one Australians died in Afghanistan, and ten New Zealanders. Approximately 1550 Australian 
troops are still deployed there in operation SLIPPER.

Iraq: the Second Gulf War (2003 – 2009)

In 2003 a military force comprising British, American and Australians entered Iraq to search out a reported Iraqi cache of 
“weapons of mass destruction”, including biological and chemical weapons. Iraq’s long-time dictator Saddam Hussein was killed 
and his followers scattered but no weapons of mass destruction were found. The war officially ended in 2002 but troops remained 
until 2011 performing counter-insurgency tasks. Two Australians died in the Second Gulf War between 2003 and 2009.
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