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A Determined LeaderJohn Curtin

Synopsis

John Curtin overcomes immense odds to lead Australia through its 
most diffi cult period.

Thinking Questions

John Curtin was a man never shy about expressing 
his convictions. Some people might say that 
stubbornness is a curse. Do you agree in his case?
What kind of sacrifi ces did John Curtin make 
during his life? Do you think he was right to have 
made these sacrifi ces?
What qualities do you think made John Curtin a 
good leader?
Do you think John Curtin ever truly made up for 
his lack of education? Why or why not? What does 
this say about his determination?
Do you think any other Australian leader would 
stand up to Britain or the United States in the way 
John Curtin did? Why or why not?

Writing Ideas

John Curtin was a man of very strong convictions, 
but who was also open to change. If you were to 
describe your convictions, what would they be? Do 
you think you could go against these if you knew it 
was the only thing to do to help others?
What kind of sacrifi ces would you make to do 
something you truly believed in? Make a list of 
these sacrifi ces. Then write a paragraph or two explaining why you would be 
prepared to make these sacrifi ces. 

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

1.

2.

Desirable Traits

Care and Compassion
Integrity
Responsibility
Doing Your Best

Interesting Words 
and Phrases

never shy about expressing 
an opinion
reading everything he could 
get his hands on
protesting
an imperialist war
opposition
active political force
strength of his own will
inner demons
a lifelong man of peace
controversial
an agonising decision
worked himself to death
darkest hour

•
•
•
•

•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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If you found yourself strolling along 
the banks of the Yarra River in Mel-
bourne in 1908, you might have come 
across someone loudly shouting his po-
litical views to anyone who might be 
listening. From his earliest days, John 
Curtin was someone who was never 
shy about expressing an opinion. 

Born in Creswick in Victoria in 1885, 
Curtin’s family was poor and he was 
forced to leave school at 13 to fi nd a job. 
Moving to Melbourne, Curtin found 
work as a newspaper copy boy and 
made up for his lack of formal school-
ing by reading everything he could get 
his hands on. He would later call the 
banks of the Yarra his ‘university’. 

When World War One broke out in 
1914, Curtin spent a few days in jail 
for protesting against the introduction 
of conscription. He ignored a call up 
for a compulsory medical exam. Curtin 
opposed the war as an imperialist war. 
But he wouldn’t have been called on 
to fi ght had he attended the medical 

exam because his eyesight was so bad. 
Curtin was open about his opposition 
to sending Australians to fi ght in what 
he believed was someone else’s war.

By this time the young Curtin was al-
ready an active political force. He had 
been writing and working politically 
since well before he was old enough to 
vote. Curtin had also been battling his 
own inner demons – a lifelong addic-
tion to alcohol that he overcame with 
the strength of his own will and the 
support of his family and friends. In 
1935, after alcohol had blighted much 
of his career, he decided to simply give 
it up on the spot. Within a year he had 
risen to become the federal leader of 
the Australian Labor Party. He won the 
ballot by just one vote.

When the independents holding up the 
United Australia Party governments of 
Robert Menzies and then Arthur Fad-
den switched sides, John Curtin again 
found himself unexpectedly becoming 
a leader – this time as Prime Minister 

A Determined Leader

John Curtin
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A Determined LeaderJohn Curtin

of Australia. A lifelong man of peace, 
he had inherited a country in the midst 
of the greatest international confl ict yet 
seen. The reality of this would soon be 
one felt by every Australian. Things 
were about to get a lot worse.

Just two months after Curtin became 
Prime Minister, Japan attacked Pearl 
Harbour and started a truly global war. 
For the fi rst time, Australia itself was 
directly threatened when the Japanese 
bombed Darwin on 19 February, 1942. 
Australia faced the very real prospect 
of invasion by a hostile army. In one of 
the true milestones of Australia’s his-
tory, John Curtin called on the United 
States rather than England for help. 
Curtin wrote that “without any inhibi-
tions of any kind, I make it clear that 
Australia looks to America, free of any 
pangs as to our traditional links or kin-
ship with the United Kingdom”. This 
was a very controversial statement 
in Australia, as well as in the United 
Kingdom and United States. But it had 
Curtin’s desired effect – he had drawn 
attention to the danger of Australia be-
ing invaded, and started a close work-
ing relationship with the Allied Su-
preme Commander, General Douglas 
MacArthur.

With the threat of invasion quite real, 
Curtin had to deal with the fact that 
many of Australia’s forces were com-
mitted overseas, helping to protect Brit-
ish interests in the war in Europe. This 
left the country dangerously undefend-
ed. Curtin decided to bring home two 
divisions of Australian troops fi ghting 
in the Middle East. This was expressly 
against the wishes of Britain’s Prime 
Minister, Winston Churchill, who had 
ordered the troops sent to Burma. This 
began a very tense fi ght between the 
two leaders, with Curtin becoming the 
fi rst Australian Prime Minister to stand 
up to a British Prime Minister in order 
to protect Australia. Curtin eventually 
won the argument, and the troops re-
turned home.

John Curtin did not rest until Australia 
was safe. Racked by ill health from the 
stress, he spent time in hospital. He 
had already proved himself a strong 
national leader and someone not afraid 
to make tough or controversial deci-
sions, standing up to foreign leaders, 
the opposition and even members of 
his own government. He did this again 
by imposing conscription during World 
War Two, an agonising decision given 
his previous opposition to it.

By 1945 the war was fi nally swinging 
in favour of the Allies. But John Curtin 
was too sick to celebrate. The man who 
many regard today as Australia’s great-
est ever leader suffered a fatal heart 
attack on 5 July, 1945, at sixty years 
of age. Like his American counterpart, 
Roosevelt, he would not see the end 
of the fi ghting. He died just six weeks 

By this time the 
young Curtin 

was already an 
active political 

force.
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A Determined Leader

John Curtin

before the Japanese surrender marked 
the end of the Second World War. 
Curtin had literally worked himself to 
death, but he had seen Australia safely 
through our darkest hour.




