
 

Aces and Innovators of the RAAF 

Our series of articles on Aces & Innovators looks at those trailblazers who 
helped to shape the RAAF not only in the air but also on the ground. 

 
Air Commodore Arthur Henry (Harry) Cobby GM, CBE, DSO, DFC and two Bars, 

MID, US Medal of Freedom (1894 – 1955) – WWI Flying Ace 
 

 
Captain (later Air Commodore) Harry Cobby GM, CBE, DSO, DFC and two Bars, MID, US Medal of 
Freedom was President of the Victorian Division of the Air Force Association from 1944 to 
1946.  He served in the Australian Flying Corps in the First World War and in the RAAF during 
the Second World War.  

 

 
 

Arthur Henry Cobby was born on 26 August 1894 in Prahran and started work at 15.  By the time WWI 
commenced he was a young executive at the newly formed Commonwealth Bank.   

Although he was commissioned into the 46th Infantry, a militia unit (early equivalent to the current 
Australian Army Reserve), his employment was considered an essential occupation and he was 
prevented from enlisting in the Australian Imperial Force.  He managed to endure being seen as a 
“Saturday afternoon soldier” for two years and although he had no strong desire to fly, he applied to 
join the Flying Corps as he felt that this would give him a better chance of being released from his 



 
 

“exemption”.  His application was successful, and he joined another 29 men from all walks of life 
commencing initial flying training at Point Cook in October 1916.   

A WWI Flying Ace 

Cobby was one of the original members of No 4 SQN and with less than 30 minutes flying instruction 
left Australia to continue his flying training in England arriving there in March 1917.  After some initial 
training with the RFC, he continued flying with an Australian squadron to “wings standard” and 
undertook conversion training on Sopwith Camels before rejoining No 4 SQN just as it departed for 
France in December 1917.  He admitted that he was nervous about the prospect of combat with the 
Imperial German Air Force on the Western Front which is unsurprising as he had only 12 hours solo 
flying experience (on 7 different types) when he first saw action.  Early military flying was somewhat 
different in World War I - aircraft were of very basic construction and fitted with unreliable engines and 
were not equipped with parachutes for the pilots and observers.  

 
 

Above: Harry Cobby with his Sopwith Camel 
 
On 21 March 1918, Cobby shot down two Albatros D.V aircraft from Baron von Richthofen’s “Flying 
Circus” which were confirmed as his first victories.  He proved himself as a talented and aggressive 
pilot, was appointed as flight commander and promoted to Captain in May 1918.   

Cobby again scored two successes on 30 May (destroying an Albatross and an observation balloon) 
and repeated this feat the next day.  Observation balloons were well protected by enemy fighters and 
anti-aircraft defences so were considered valuable but dangerous targets. Cobby was awarded the 
DFC in July 1918 in recognition of his combat success and for being a “bold and skillful Patrol Leader”.   

Cobby shot down three German aircraft (total now 15) on 28 June and was recommended for a bar to 
his DFC and on 15 July, he destroyed two Pfalz scout aircraft and with a total of 21 was now 
recommended for a second bar to his DFC.   

On 16 August, Cobby led a bombing raid of 65 aircraft against the German airfield Haubourdin which 
resulted in the destruction of 37 German aircraft and the following day led a similar 60 aircraft attack 
on Lomme airfield.  For these attacks he was recommended for the DSO which was gazetted on 2 
November with the citation that “the success of these two raids was largely due to the determined and 
skillful leadership of this officer”.   



 
 

By the end of his active service, Cobby was leading Allied formations numbering up to 80 aircraft and 
No 4 SQN was recognised as the most successful fighter squadron in France accounting for 220 
victories. Cobby was credited with 29 of these making him the highest scoring member of the AFC.  His 
proudest boast was that as a flight commander, he never lost a pilot over enemy territory.  

In September 1918, Cobby was assigned to instructional duties in England and was appointed Wing 
Fighting Instructor.  Surprisingly, he found basic instruction difficult and teaching the art of air combat 
to advanced pupils hazardous and “much worse than flying in France”.  He continued to apply to return 
to France but was still training when hostilities ended in November 1918.   

Cobby was chosen to lead a “fly-past” over London on ANZAC Day 1919 during a march by Australian 
soldiers.  The salute was to be taken by the Prince of Wales accompanied by General Birdwood in front 
of Australia House at 2.30 pm.   

“Word” was passed around that AFC pilots would be allowed to fly over London during the march and 
where suitable aircraft were to be found.  During the morning the clubs and pubs were full of AFC pilots 
on leave who were soon to set sail for home – “a perfect day for a swan song’ ”.   

At around 2pm, 50 or 60 machines were jockeying over Australia House performing loops, rolls and 
spins with the “libations of the morning adding more verve than sense to the manoeuvres”.  Cobby and 
others went down into the Strand “in order to do the thing properly” flying underneath wires running 
between buildings.  Cobby admits in his autobiography that “this was probably the most foolish thing 
that I have ever done”.   

After a successful year of combat with the Australian Flying Corps in 1918, Harry Cobby returned to 
Australia in May 1919 and following the disbandment of the AFC, Cobby joined the newly formed RAAF 
in 1921 as a FLGOFF and was posted to No 1 Flying Training School at Point Cook.    

After promotion to FLTLT, he was appointed CO of No 1 SQN in 1926-27.   He attended RAF Staff 
College during 1928 and following promotion to SQNLDR, he took over as CO of No 1 SQN and CO of 
RAAF Richmond.   Cobby was popular with his staff but was not known for his attention to detail and in 
December 1930, Air Commodore Richard Williams was decidedly unimpressed with the state of 
untidiness of the base and presented Cobby with “an almighty dressing down”.  However, this did not 
affect Cobby’s promotion to WGCDR in 1933 and he subsequently served as RAAF Director of 
Intelligence.  

World War II 

Restless in the inter-war years, Cobby retired from the RAAF and joined the Civil Aviation Board as 
Controller of Operations in 1936.  

Cobby remained a member of the RAAF Citizen Air Force during his time on the Civil Aviation Board and 
rejoined the Permanent Air Force following the outbreak of World War II.  He was promoted to GPCAPT 
and after serving as Director of Recruiting assumed the post of Air Officer Commanding North-Eastern 
Area based at Townsville in 1942.   This year also saw publication of his account of experiences in World 
War I (High Adventure).   He was promoted to Acting Air Commodore in 1943. 

In December 1943, Cobby was travelling as a passenger in a Catalina aircraft returning from Dutch New 
Guinea when it crashed at Townsville.  One of the two depth charges on board exploded and 13 of the 
19 passengers on board were killed.  Although injured himself and knowing that the remaining depth 



 
 

charge was still on board and that the wrecked aircraft could sink at any time, Cobby entered the hull 
on two occasions and successfully rescued two passengers. He re-entered the wreckage a third time 
but was not able to effect further rescues.  He was awarded the George Medal for his outstanding 
bravery in 1944.  Also in that year, he was appointed a Commander of the Order of the British Empire 
(CBE) for “good leadership, personal example, keen understanding and continued encouragement”.  

In 1944, Cobby was appointed AOC of No 10 Operational Group (Australian First Tactical Air Force) 
where he commanded 20,000 personnel in the RAAF’s strike force in the South-West Pacific Area 
comprising fighter and close air support aircraft and airfield construction units.  Cobby was not happy 
with the command arrangements where the 1st ATF was administered from RAAF headquarters in 
Melbourne, but operational tasking was assigned through RAAF Command, the United States 
Thirteenth Air Force and Headquarters South-West Pacific Area.   

 

 
Air Commodore Harry Cobby, then Air Officer Commanding First Tactical Air Force RAAF (left)  
with Chief of Air Staff Air Vice Marsal G Jones CB CBE DFC in Morotai, February 1945. 
 

By early 1945, Japanese air power in the South-West Pacific Area had been suppressed and 1st ATF 
fighter units were relegated to unimportant ground attack missions.  GPCAPT Wilfred Arthur, the 
commander of one of 1TAF‟s fighter wings, became increasingly concerned that such tasking was 
worthy of further investigation. A decorated veteran of both the RAAF‟s air campaign in the Middle East 
campaign over 1940-42 and the Pacific since January 1943, Arthur was well experienced in air 
warfare.  

In December 1944, he and wing intelligence staff drew up an “operational balance sheet‟ for his wing – 
a war effort “profit-and-loss‟ statement – and concluded that, in the previous two months, his wing 
had lost 11 men and 15 aircraft for the destruction of only 12 barges and six trucks. This in turn led to a 
crisis in pilot morale - so much so that eight of Cobby’s senior pilots tendered their resignations in a 
protest that became known as the “Morotai Mutiny”.   

Cobby was shocked by the resignations and reported the incident to his superior AVM Bostock who 
informed the Chief of the Air Staff AVM Jones and the Allied Air Forces Commander LTGEN George 
Kenney.  Bostock held Cobby responsible for the low level of morale at 1st ATF and Cobby and his senior 
staff officers were removed from their positions in 1st ATF.  RAAF historian Alan Stephens has described 



 
 

it as a tragedy “that a genuinely great figure in RAAF history had to end his career in such 
circumstances”.   

Cobby was discharged from the RAAF in August 1946 and rejoined the Department of Civil Aviation as 
Regional Director NSW and in 1955 was appointed Director of Flying Operations. 

However, this appointment was short-lived.  On Armistice Day (11 November) 1955, Cobby collapsed in 
his office and died later that day of hypertensive cerebrovascular disease at the Heidelberg 
Repatriation Hospital (aged only 61).  He was given a military funeral at St Mary’s Anglican Church 
Caulfield.   

Air Marshall Sir Richard Williams, then Director General of Civil Aviation described Cobby as “a man 
whose personal story is threaded through the entire history of Australian service and civil aviation”.  
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