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T H E  O N E S  W H O  W A I T E D  

Battle of Britain Commemoration · Hobart Cenotaph · Sunday 13 September 2026 

Prepared and delivered by Wing Commander Deanna Nott, National Air Force 
Association Vice President 

 

Her Excellency the Honourable Caroline Wells, Governor of Tasmania. Air 

Commodore Andrew McHugh, representing the Chief of Air Force. Air Commodore 

Doug Chipman (Retired), Chairman of the Battle of Britain Committee. State 

President of the Air Force Association Tasmania, Wing Commander Jenny Robertson 

(Retired). Members of the Air Force Association, veterans, distinguished guests. 

Every year we gather here, and rightly, we speak of the Few. We speak of young men 

in Hurricanes and Spitfires, scrambling into the summer skies of southern England. Of 

courage measured in seconds and altitude. Of a battle that turned the course of a 

world war. 

Today, I want to speak about the ones who never left the ground. 

Because for every Australian who flew in the Battle of Britain, there was a household 

on the other side of the world – 17,000 kilometres away – where the war was fought 

differently. It was fought at the letterbox. At the wireless. In the silence between 

cables. 

Think about what that distance meant in 1940. No phone calls. No photographs 

arriving in seconds. A letter from England took six weeks by sea. A son could be three 

months dead before his last cheerful letter arrived – full of squadron gossip, 

complaints about English weather, and reassurances that he was eating well. 

The battle itself, families followed through the BBC and the morning papers. Daily 

tallies of aircraft downed, read aloud over breakfast in Hobart, Adelaide, Sydney and 

Perth, by mothers and fathers doing quiet mental arithmetic they never spoke of out 

loud. Every number was somebody’s son. They just didn’t know, on any given morning, 

whether it was theirs. 
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One of those households was here. In this city. 

Stuart Walch grew up a few streets from where we stand today. A Hutchins School old 

boy – a rower, a footballer – whose family ran Walch and Sons, the booksellers on 

Macquarie Street. Many of you will remember that shop. When Stuart sailed for 

England in 1937 to fly with the Royal Air Force, his parents, Percival and Florence, 

farewelled him at the dock the way thousands of Australian parents did – proudly, and 

with a fear they kept to themselves. 

On the eleventh of August 1940, leading his section against a vastly larger enemy force 

off the English coast, Stuart Walch was lost. He was twenty-three. His body was never 

recovered. 

And I want us to sit with what that meant for Florence Walch. No funeral. No grave. No 

place to lay flowers – only a name, eventually, in the roll of honour at Westminster 

Abbey, a world away. For a mother in Hobart, the war did not end when the battle did. 

It ended on the eleventh of August 1940. And it never ended at all. 

Nor did it for Stuart’s father. Percival Walch never accepted that his youngest child 

would not come home. He wrote to the Air Board in frustration at hearing nothing. He 

would not let the family firm record his son’s loss in its minute books. He died in 1948, 

and his family believed it was Stuart’s death that broke his heart. 

Or consider the Hughes family of Sydney. Their son Pat – born near Cooma, one of 

twelve children – became the highest-scoring Australian pilot of the entire battle. 

What his parents did not know, as they followed the news that terrible summer, was 

that Pat had fallen in love. On the first of August 1940, at Bodmin Register Office in 

Cornwall, with strangers standing as witnesses, he married an English girl named Kay. 

He was saving the news – perhaps for a letter, perhaps for the day he could bring her 

home. 

Five weeks later, on the seventh of September, Pat Hughes was killed in combat over 

Kent, twelve days short of his twenty-third birthday. 
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And so his father in Sydney learned two things from the Air Board’s casualty letter. 

That his son was dead. And that his son had a wife – the notification mentioned, in 

passing, that the young pilot’s new wife had been informed. His father wrote 

afterwards that the fact of his son’s marriage had come as a complete surprise. The joy 

and the grief arrived in the same envelope. That is what seventeen thousand 

kilometres meant in 1940. 

Kay buried her darling Pat in her parish churchyard in Yorkshire. She said later that she 

had never known what true grief was, and that she wept until she could cry no more. 

And here is the coda that tells you everything about the ones who waited: Kay lived a 

long life afterwards and had children with another man. But her sons always knew 

what she wanted, and when she died in 1983 they had Kay’s ashes buried with her Pat 

– with the young Australian pilot she had been married to for just five weeks, forty-

three years before. His headstone was amended to carry her name. 

And then there were the Millingtons of Adelaide. Their son Bill – one of the finest 

Australian pilots of the battle – vanished over the Channel on one of the battle’s final 

days. Months earlier, before he had flown a single operation, he had written a farewell 

letter and entrusted it to a friend in England, to be sent only if the worst happened. 

And that friend held onto it for more than a year. When she decided to finally sent it, 

she explained why … she knew his mother had such a strong feeling that he would still 

turn up, and, like her, she had hoped and hoped. 

Think of those months in that Edwardstown house. Every knock at the door. Every 

envelope with an English stamp. Hope, held like a breath. 

When the letter finally reached them, it carried a son’s last request: “please do not 

grieve over my passing.” 

As if such a thing were possible. 
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This is the part of the Battle of Britain we rarely commemorate. Some thirty 

Australians flew in those skies. Thirteen of them died during the battle itself, and five 

more before the war was over. But behind each of them stood parents, sisters, 

brothers, sweethearts and wives who served in their own way – who endured the 

waiting, absorbed the telegrams, and carried the grief for the rest of their lives, 

quietly, in ordinary Australian streets. There were no medals for that. There was no 

armistice for it either. They were expected to be stoic, and mostly they were, and so 

their grief went largely unrecorded. The mothers of the missing waited long after the 

war ended – some of them, in their hearts, forever. 

Churchill said that never was so much owed by so many to so few. Today I would add 

only this: the Few were never alone. They flew with the love of families who had let 

them go – and those families paid a price we have too seldom named at gatherings like 

this one. 

And I will admit to you that, for me, this is not entirely history. 

I stand before you today not as a pilot, and not as aircrew, but as a Public Affairs 

Officer – and in thirty-two years of service, that role has more than once placed me 

alongside defence families in their grief. I have seen, up close, what the knock at the 

door does to a household. And I have known the waiting from the inside too: my 

husband is a retired Air Force pilot, and through thirteen years of his flying service I 

stood in a driveway and watched him leave on operational deployments and exercises 

more times than I ever grew used to. I kept one ear on the news and told myself it 

meant nothing. I learned exactly how long a silence can feel. 
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So when I speak of Florence Walch, or of the Millingtons keeping hope alive in 

Edwardstown, I am not imagining. I am remembering – my own waiting, and the grief 

of families I have sat with across three decades in uniform. My waiting had a happier 

ending than theirs. But it taught me something I want to say plainly this morning: the 

technology changes; the fear does not. What those families endured in 1940 – the six-

week letters, the cables that arrived without warning – defence families endure still, in 

their own way, in Australian homes, even now. Every posting. Every deployment. Every 

long gap between calls. And our Air Force Association exists, in no small part, for them 

– for the families who stand behind everyone who puts on the uniform. 

Before I finish, one word of thanks. Almost everything I have been able to tell you 

today about these three families was uncovered by the historian Kristen Alexander, in 

her book Australia’s Few and the Battle of Britain. It is still in print. If you would like to 

know more about these boys, about the grief their families carried, and about how 

they managed it, I would encourage you to seek it out. 

So let the wreaths we have laid at the Cenotaph rest not only for Stuart Walch, Pat 

Hughes, Bill Millington and all the Few – but for Florence and Percival Walch of Hobart. 

For the Hughes family of Sydney, and for Kay, whose ashes were reunited with Pat. For 

Elizabeth and William Millington of Adelaide, who hoped for months against hoping. 

For every Australian family who watched the sky from the other side of the world – 

and waited. 

 

Lest we forget. 


