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9. Call and recall: Brudenell White (II)

Brudenell White was on the verge of being drawn into the vortex of politics. 
On 12 February 1930 he records ‘Visit 12/15 from a Mr Armstrong with a new 
code book.’ On March 17 ‘C. R. Murphy called on behalf of Pastl Vigilance Cttee 
& wanted me to go to Canberra re Fed Land Tax Bill. Lobbying!!’ C. R. Murphy, 
an influential grazier who made no secret of his Nationalist associations, was a 
fellow director of the Trustees, Executors, & Agency Co. along with Sir John 
Grice. The Graziers’ Vigilance Committee, as Murphy’s group was properly 
called, was campaigning against the federal land tax that burdened many 
graziers who were not even making working expenses. This ‘iniquitous capital 
tax’, as the Victorian grazier MP, James Fairbairn, was to dub it, was to remain 
in place until a more sympathetic Lyons government eventually reduced it by 
half in ‘one of its most progressive steps towards creating employment’.1

Economic conditions and the political temper of the times now began to 
interrupt White’s placid journal entries on theatre outings, AIF Trust meetings, 
quiet dinners at the Melbourne Club or the Naval and Military. He was angered 
by the rising tide of anti-war literature, ‘the works of degenerates, whose war 
experiences, if put to the test, would be found to be mainly imaginative; and 
they have been made the tools of profit-seeking publishers’.2 ‘Who, with a clean 
mind,’ he asked the NSW RSL Reveille’s readers in March 1930, ‘from so much 
pure gold, would wish to throw the light upon the inevitable dross?’ There was 
dross looming ahead as well ― base contaminants in the body politic. The mood 
in conservative circles was sombre. Thus at a National Mutual board meeting on 
27 May 1930 he found fellow director Sir Robert Gibson, the powerful chairman 
of the Commonwealth Bank Board, ‘very gloomy’. The day before, the private 
secretary to the New South Wales Governor Sir Philip Game had tried to arrange 
a dinner; but a ‘troublesome’ cold meant a telephone conversation instead.

By July 16 White was attending a ‘most impressive meeting of Citizens in 
protest of budget at Melbourne Town Hall. A wonderful gathering.’ August 14 
was another cheerful day when he presided at the 75th anniversary meeting of 
the Melbourne City Mission and heard a good speech by the rising Victorian 
politician R. G. Menzies. There was another ‘excellent & interesting speech’ four 
days later, this time by the British Treasury official Sir Otto Niemeyer. White 
had met Niemeyer at dinner at the Melbourne Club with Sir John Higgins, the 
former chairman and now liquidator of the British-Australian Wool Realisation 

1 CPD, House of Representatives, 25 Sept. 1935, p.165.
2 The federal executive of the RSSILA urged in March 1930 that the official war historian should be 
authorised to censor all war books (Peter Coleman, Obscenity Blasphemy Sedition: Censorship in Australia, 
Jacaranda Press, Brisbane, 1974, pp.37–8).
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Association. Higgins was shortly to be one of the key members of a small group 
that eased the passage of Joe Lyons from the Labor Party into the leadership of 
a new political force, the United Australia Party.

Another of those whose minds were turning towards a fundamental political 
re-alignment, with Robert Menzies as one of the moving spirits, was the chief 
executive of the National Mutual, Charles Norris. At the National Mutual on 
September 9, Sir Robert Gibson was ‘very pessimistic re amendt present adverse 
conditions’. As chairman of the Commonwealth Bank, Gibson had joined 
Niemeyer in pressing the Commonwealth government and state premiers to 
reduce government borrowing and spending in an attempt to improve Australia’s 
economic position. Without pronouncing directly on the programs and policies 
of political parties, White did find occasion to declare his belief that Australia 
needed ‘a lot less cant in our political, business, and social life’. The ‘greatest 
wrong’ in contemporary Australia he asserted was the fostering of a class spirit 
which encouraged envy, hatred, and malice towards those who possessed what 
others coveted. It was to be this class spirit that would deter him from advocating 
the formation of an Officer Training Corps for young men who had the benefit of 
a higher education ― because it might be thought undemocratic.3

Secret leagues

Uninterested in party politics, White played no discernible part in the secret 
conversations of Menzies, Norris, and Higgins, and their associates, Staniforth 
Ricketson, the journalist Ambrose Pratt, the prominent architect Kingsley 
Henderson, and later, Keith Murdoch. He would rub shoulders with Menzies 
and some of the others at the Savage Club. And an occasional discreet dinner 
with R. W. Knox, and confabulations with bankers and economists, kept him au 
fait with political and financial developments.4 But he could not easily remain 
unmoved by the actions that many of his former Army friends were taking 
during the turbulent Depression years. Whether he knew it or not, he came 
incidentally, and maybe purposely, to the notice of intelligence agencies.5

Informants reported that White was involved with a group of Victorian Militia 
officers in a League of National Security loosely linked with the secretive citizens’ 
groups in New South Wales, often referred to as the Old Guard. The League was 
perhaps a re-incarnation of the White Army of the early 1920s. It was known 
to many as the White Guard. This was not apparently an acknowledgement 

3 Brisbane Courier, 6 Dec. 1930; F. H. Wright to General D. Wynter, 30 Dec. 1941, copy, White MSS, NLA 
MS 8119 Series 2 Box 15.
4 White diary, 13, 26 May 1931, White MSS, NLA MS 5172/13.
5 Richard Hall, The Secret State: Australia’s Spy Industry, Cassell Australia, Stanmore, 1978, pp.20–2.



9. Call and recall: Brudenell White (II)

163

of White’s leadership. Indeed there are good reasons for believing that Major 
General Tom Blamey was more actively involved in the shadowy Victorian 
League. As head of the Victoria Police, Blamey took the threat of Communist 
subversion more seriously than the Commonwealth Investigation Branch. 
Although contemporaries were unequivocal that Blamey ‘was the boss’, the 
precise nature of Blamey’s and White’s roles has never been conclusively 
established.6

Both British and American intelligence sources reported the formation of a 
secret army ‘X Force’ sometime between October and December 1930.7 Around 
this period there are suggestive entries in White’s diary. A Sunday morning (9 
November 1930) visit by ‘Frank De Crespigny, Richardson, McKay & Bastin’ 
might well have been merely a friendly gathering of neighbours. But the shared 
backgrounds and military associations of the men suggest the possibility of 
another purpose. Dr Frank Champion de Crespigny had been a captain in the 
Australian Army Medical Corps in England and France in the last year of the 
war; practising in nearby Ararat he was serving in the Army Reserve. Colonel 
J. D. Richardson had led the 7th Light Horse regiment 1918–19 with success 
against the Turks in the final battles of the war. Now a grazier, he commanded 
the 2nd Cavalry Brigade, AMF.8 Charles McKay, from Beaufort, was a former 
Light Horseman and AIF officer promoted from the ranks, a stalwart of Ararat 
local government and the RSSILA.9 Lieutenant Colonel Hector Bastin had risen 
from sergeant to major in the war, serving in Egypt, Gallipoli, and France, was 
awarded the MC and was then commissioned into the Indian Army. In India he 
had commanded the Viceroy’s bodyguard of the Bengal Lancers and served as a 
staff officer. Since late 1924 he had been in the Australian Army Reserve.10 He 
was now farming 3800 acres near the White property at Woodnaggarak.

Did White and these local friends usher in the birth of a league of national 
security? The evidence, nothing but their Sunday morning meeting, permits no 
more than conjecture. We do know, however, that among White’s key associates 
at this time were the solicitor and citizen soldier Colonel Francis P. Derham, who 
brought ‘Colonel’ Roach with him to a meeting in February 1931. On 2 July 
1931, White noted in his diary: ‘Saw Col. Derham re Secret League.’11 It was the 
only reference he made to the organisation, by now active, and penetrated by 
the Secret Service. But other scholars have established that, in addition to Frank 

6 Cathcart, Defending the National Tuckshop, pp.56–7.
7 ‘Evidence of secret army uncovered’, Canberra Times, 8 May 1980; Keith Amos, ABC Radio AM, 9 May 
1980.
8 Richardson’s The History of the 7th Light Horse Regiment A.I.F. was published in 1923.
9 McKay, Charles Holly NAA: B2455.
10 Bastin, Hector Ernest VX29296, NAA: B883; Ronald J. Austin, Our Dear Old Battalion: The Story of the 7th 
Battalion, AIF, 1914–1919, Slouch Hat Publications, McCrae, 2004, pp.27, 179, 208.
11 Rosemary Derham, The Silence Ruse: Escape from Gallipoli, A record and memories of the life of General Sir 
Brudenell White,Oryx Publishing, Melbourne, 1998, p.258.
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Derham, a decorated wartime artillery officer, the leaders of the ‘Secret League’ 
included several Militia officers ― the barrister, Lieutenant Colonel E. F. ‘Ned’ 
Herring, who had been active in the White Guard which crystallised after the 
Victorian police strike in 1923, and the pharmacist, Lieutenant Colonel Colin 
Simpson, soon to found Allied Master Chemists of Australia Ltd (AMCAL), a 
confidant of Tom Blamey. Major General Harold Grimwade, related by marriage 
to the Fairbairns and Manifolds of Victoria’s Western District, was also of the 
group.12

Charles Bean’s reminder about ‘The maker of the A.I.F.’ 
(Reveille, 31 March 1931,  Ethel White’s scrapbook, courtesy of Mark Derham)

12 Andrew Moore, ‘Guns across the Yarra: Secret armies and the 1923 Melbourne Police Strike’, Sydney 
Labour History Group, What Rough Beast: The State and Social Order in Australian History, George Allen & 
Unwin, Sydney, 1982, pp.220–33, 265–9; Moore, The Secret Army and the Premier, pp.89, 135, and sources 
cited in p.260 fn 53; Stuart Sayers, Ned Herring: A Life of Lieutenant-General the Honourable Sir Edmund 
Herring, Hyland House Melbourne in association with Australian War Memorial, Canberra, 1980, pp.91–2; 
David Horner, Blamey: The Commander-in-Chief, Allen & Unwin, Sydney, 1998, pp.94–8; Paul de Serville, The 
Australian Club Melbourne 1878–1998, Australian Club, Melbourne, 1998, p.126.
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There appears to be little doubt that the League of National Security in Victoria, 
and the Old Guard groups in New South Wales, like the Country Defence 
Organisations and the metropolitan Citizens Reserve Corps, were looked 
upon officially as potential auxiliaries if government were to be faced with 
revolutionary disorder. White’s diaries give only fragmentary clues: a telegram 
from NSW Governor Sir Philip Game on 21 July 1931 and a conversation with 
the Governor’s ADC two days later, then a National Mutual board meeting on 
August 11 at which Sir Robert Gibson was ‘very overwrought’ look innocent 
enough. So too on 25 November 1931: ‘A. S. Rogers in to see me re politics.’ Yet 
there is something about the casual crypticness of these entries that suggests 
they conceal more than they reveal. Arthur Rogers, for example, was a former 
Minister for Trade and Customs, now moving away from his Liberal and 
Nationalist origins towards the Country Party; soon he would co-found the 
Primary Producers’ Restoration League to pursue debt adjustment for farmers 
and graziers. In January 1932, a fortnight after the Lyons ministry was sworn 
in, we find White invited by Sir George Fairbairn of the National Union to dine 
with Latham and Stanley Bruce who spoke, and the new Prime Minister ‘who 
spoke well, & impressed me’. Early in April White himself spoke ― ‘did very 
badly’ ― against the federal land tax at a town hall meeting organised by the 
Taxpayers’ Association. Later that month, he dined with Sir John Higgins in 
a large party to meet Lyons, who spoke ‘admirably’. But by September he was 
railing against a ‘stupid meeting re Communism in Gibson’s office’.13

Eric Roberts, who had flown with the AFC in the war, and served later in the 
Citizen Force Army, was told by a friend in early 1931 of ‘a secret organisation 
being formed by World War I officers, with the objective of countering any 
moves which might be made by subversive forces to exploit the unemployment 
situation’. Roberts’ friend, a wartime staff captain in France, said that he and 
a major had been asked by ‘some leading businessmen’ to lead the volunteers. 
They were told, Roberts recalled, that the Chief Commissioner of Police, the 
Army Commander, the Director of Civil Aviation, and the President of the Royal 
Victorian Aero Club all knew of the organisation. The group, which Roberts 
offered to assist, was charged with liaising with CMF Militia commanders to 
ensure that arms and ammunition stores were secure. They were only to be 
called into action if the police were overwhelmed. ‘No publicity could be given 
to building an organisation of this nature and everything had to be done by 
personal contact.’14

13 White diary, 21 Jan., 7, 14 April, 6 Sept. 1932, White MSS, NLA MS 5172/13; Geoff Browne, ‘Rodgers, 
Arthur Stanislaus (1876–1936),’ Geoffrey Serle and Christopher Cunneen (eds), Australian Dictionary of 
Biography, vol. 11, MUP, 1988, pp.435–6.
14 E. G. Roberts, RAAF (Retd), Box Kites and Beyond, Hawthorn Press, Melbourne, 1976, pp.63–4.
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One of those entrusted with crucial personal contacts was a 41-year-old Warrant 
Officer (honorary lieutenant), H. H. Downey MC, a master gunner attached to 
the Ordnance Department, 2nd District, at Victoria Barracks in Sydney. Herbert 
Hamilton Downey was a professional soldier, with two years in the Victorian 
Rangers and five years in the Royal Australian Garrison Artillery before 
enlisting in the AIF in 1916. He had been granted a commission, and had served 
latterly in the 36th Australian Brigade, Royal Australian Artillery, 2nd Siege 
Battery. He earned his MC for conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty in 
the field in mid-1918. After advanced ordnance training in England in 1919 and 
termination of his AIF commission in March 1920, he was repeatedly re-engaged 
in the Instructional Corps through the next decade as a warrant officer.15

In a confidential statement to his superiors on 6 February 1933 Downey said:

Having been a student of International Politics for many years and alive 
to menace of Communistic Activity in British Empire and actuated by 
sentiments of loyalty to my King and Constitutional Govt. I, in company 
with several others in 1930 concerned ourselves in the formation of a 
body for the purpose of maintaining Constitutional Govt. against the 
attack of Communism or other disloyal elements.

Downey, then in Melbourne, had taken an oath of loyalty to the King and was 
sworn to secrecy ― never to mention the existence of the organisation or to 
discuss its members or affairs with anyone other than proven members. In July 
1932 Downey had been appointed Quartermaster and honorary Lieutenant (on 
probation).16 In December he met Lieutenant Colonel Eric Campbell with whom 
he had served in the war, and subsequently held a meeting with leaders of the 
proto-fascist New Guard. As early as October the previous year, intelligence 
sources had believed that the ‘virile and youthful’ New Guard had a ‘working 
agreement’ with the ‘White Guard’ in Victoria. No evidence was adduced in 
support of this belief. If indeed there had been such a working agreement, 
Downey’s mission seems to have been a response to rapidly changing conditions. 
At the meeting Downey reportedly claimed to represent a Melbourne-based 
organisation over which Sir Brudenell White ‘presided’ with a ‘Major’ Roach as 
his chief of intelligence. Len Roach ― the ‘Colonel’ Roach who had accompanied 
Frank Derham on his visit to White in July 1931 ― was indeed the League of 
National Security’s intelligence chief, a role he somehow combined with his 
duties on secondment as a staff captain at 10th Brigade headquarters. Roach had 
served in Gallipoli and France where he earned an MC.

15 For the character and role of the Instructional Corps: Roland Millbank, ‘Out of Empire: an introduction 
to the story of the Australian Instructional Corps, 1921-1955’, Sabretache, 1 Dec. 2004.
16 NAA: B883/VX13547 for Downey’s Army career.
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Commonwealth and NSW police officers in Sydney knew that Downey had 
found and exploited divisions among the leadership of the New Guard. Captain 
Frank De Groot, notorious for his ribbon-slashing at the opening of the Sydney 
Harbour Bridge six months earlier, had been at odds with the founder Eric 
Campbell. There are discrepancies in various accounts but it appears that De 
Groot resigned from the New Guard late in November 1932 and with Brigadier 
General H. W. Lloyd reached out to Downey. Downey had therefore taken the 
initiative ― or had been given the task ― of setting up a new organisation 
separate from the New Guard, with De Groot as its chief of intelligence. (Another 
account makes Downey De Groot’s right-hand man). As the Commonwealth 
Intelligence Bureau knew, Downey had subsequently approached an unnamed 
Sydney businessman allegedly seeking ‘interest and assistance in forming three 
brigades of private individuals, these formations to be classified as (a) Mobile 
Brigade; (b) Police Brigade; and (c) Reserve Brigade’.

So secretive were the Melbourne and Sydney conservative coteries that Downey 
appears to have been led unwittingly into indiscretion. Thinking to link De 
Groot with the existing organisation in Sydney which he understood to be allied 
to the ‘Melbourne organisation’, he approached first Major Blair Wark VC DSO. 
Wark he knew as a member of the organisation in Sydney which he believed 
operated under the ‘aegis’ of the Commonwealth government. At Wark’s 
suggestion he then saw Major W. J. R. Scott DSO, a militia officer who was, Wark 
said, the leader. Jack Scott was a man whose influence outstripped his nominal 
rank. An insurance broker by profession, son of a director of the Commercial 
Banking Company of Sydney, cousin of the aspiring Victorian politician 
Geoffrey Street, he had long been close to very senior military figures, especially 
Major General Sir Charles Rosenthal, who was re-appointed to command the 2nd 

Division, Australian Military Force, in 1932. In 1918–19 Scott had been deputy 
to Rosenthal in organising the repatriation of Australian troops from France 
and England. Rosenthal had led the 2nd Division from 1921 to 1926 and with 
Scott at his side had been active in organising resistance to ‘bolshevism’ in the 
immediate post-war years. He had a long-standing interest in aviation, dating 
from his pioneering use of an aeroplane in military manoeuvres in 1912. Twice 
in the 1920s he had been associated with companies bidding unsuccessfully 
for airmail service contracts, latterly with Charles Ulm, Smithy, and Keith 
Anderson. Rosenthal’s wartime rise from artillery commands to Major General 
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at the head of the AIF 2nd Division, and his post-war appointments, reflected 
White’s respect for a bold and intelligent leader. An unabashed Nationalist, he 
had sat in the New South Wales Parliament and would do so again.17

Scott had worked with Eric Campbell in 1925 in assembling 500 ex-servicemen 
to support the Commonwealth government in breaking the shipping strike. He 
already knew Major Roach; and both he and Wark understood that ‘General 
White presided over’ the Melbourne organisation. But before the talks with 
Scott could take shape, reports from the Commonwealth Intelligence Bureau 
and the NSW CIB about Downey’s contacts with the New Guard reached Army 
headquarters. The reaction was immediate. Military Intelligence had noted in 
August 1932 that branches of the League of National Security were dormant.18 
The Minister for Defence, on the advice of the Chief of the General Staff, 
had not long since denied that members of the Defence forces were involved 
with private ‘defensive ― or offensive’ — organisations. Downey’s activities 
therefore constituted a serious breach of discipline. They had the potential 
for huge embarrassment to the government. They had even greater possible 
consequences for Downey.

The Military Board had promulgated a direction in March 1931 that members 
of the Staff Corps and Instructional Corps were ‘in no manner…to associate 
themselves’ with any organisation enrolling members for the purpose of 
assisting police in an emergency’. Any member of the Permanent Forces who was 
‘inadvertently’ associated with such an association was to rescind his association 
or membership immediately. As recently as May 1932, the Prime Minister had 
been obliged to rebut charges of collusion between the Defence Department 
and the New Guard.19 When questioned at Victoria Barracks, Downey at first 
denied but then admitted his activities. In a written response demanded by the 
military authorities, Downey trod delicately around the question of whether he 
had breached the signed undertaking not to participate in organisations that 
were to be avoided. He had not claimed to act as an emissary for Brudenell 
White’s Victorian group, he said. But he had undertaken to find out whether it 
was permissible for him to pass on information about its structure to interested 
parties in New South Wales. He had not said that the Victorians were anxious 
about the lack of a similar organisation in New South Wales.

17 A. J. Hill, ‘Rosenthal, Sir Charles (1875–1954)’, Serle and Cunneen (eds), Australian Dictionary of 
Biography, vol. 11, pp.451–3; Ellison, Flying Matilda, p.303; C. E. W. Bean, The Australian Imperial Force in 
France During the Main German Offensive, 1918, [The Official History of Australia in the War of 1914–1918, 
vol. V, The A. I. F. in France December 1917–May 1918], Angus & Robertson, Sydney, 1937, pp.300–1.
18 Keith Amos, The New Guard Movement 1931–1935, MUP, 1976, p.16; Cathcart, Defending the National 
Tuckshop, p.203.
19 Richard Hall, ‘The Secret Army’, National Times, 23–28 Jan. 1978, pp.12–3, quoting unreferenced 
documents from the Australian Archives. For the Defence Minister’s proposed response to a parliamentary 
question from Jack Beasley, NAA: A5954, 973/6.
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The documentation reeked of hair splitting and backside covering. Conceivably, 
there had been some coaching from sympathisers, possibly Major Bertrand ‘Boz’ 
Combes, head of military intelligence, later a senior member of White’s staff, who 
would bring Scott in to head military intelligence in the 2nd Military District in 
1935.20 Colonel H. E. Jones, the head of the CIB, had reported these developments 
to the Attorney-General who in turn informed the Prime Minister. As long as 
Labor was in power in Canberra, Jones had been sparing in the information he 
provided to his minister. But he was increasingly frustrated by the inaction of 
the Military Board. Now he forwarded a secret memorandum from his associate 
in Sydney, Major Longfield Lloyd, on Downey’s attempt to form an organisation 
in New South Wales; his covering letter advised the Attorney that there was no 
need for any further organisation as the one that had been in readiness early in 
1931 could be brought into operation at short notice if necessary. At Latham’s 
request Jones sent the memorandum to the Prime Minister. Having digested 
all this, Lyons instructed that the relevant papers be copied to the Minister 
for Defence ‘with an intimation that I suggest action be taken by him to deal 
with the officer concerned’.21 Downey, whose activities had been reported to 
the Chief of the General Staff, evidently escaped with a reprimand and a delay 
of six months in gazetting his promotion to honorary lieutenant. As no other 
action seems to have been taken against him it appears that this was a man who 
enjoyed protection at high levels.

How deeply involved in the Melbourne League White had become is impossible 
to say. Frank De Groot himself, in a handwritten draft of his unpublished 
memoirs, refers to a meeting with White in Melbourne in 1932. But, as Andrew 
Moore, the foremost scholar in this field, established, the passage is omitted 
from a later typescript version. Was White a leading figure in a clandestine 
organisation known and welcomed by the federal government? The evidence is 
slender. But in all of the discussions of the credibility of Downey’s denials and 
evasions one thing stands out. Not one of the military intelligence officers or 
base commanders questioned the references to Brudenell White as the leader of 
the Victorian group. White’s daughter, Rosemary Derham, in a valuable work on 
her father published in 1998, concluded after consulting several scholars that 
‘it would be entirely out of character for Brudenell White to lead a secret and 
illicit organisation’.22 Major Harold Jones had written to the Attorney General:

20 Desmond Ball and David Horner, Breaking the Codes: Australia’s KGB network, 1944–1950, Allen & 
Unwin, Sydney, 1998, p.16.
21 NAA: A367, C94121; Lyons MSS, NLA MS4851 Box 1, folder 4.
22 Derham, The Silence Ruse, p.297.
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It is actions like those of Downey that brings Commonwealth 
Administration under very adverse criticism and makes for 
misunderstandings with those loyal and highly influential citizens upon 
whom we have to rely in emergency, and at times the position becomes 
very embarrassing to those upon whom responsibility is vested.23

That White was one of the ‘loyal and highly influential citizens’ who could be 
relied upon in an emergency is hard to doubt. He was informed of the plans 
that were made in Victoria. It seems unlikely that they could have proceeded as 
effectively as they did had he withheld his blessing.

What may be safely assumed is that White was known to have countenanced the 
work of others who were creating the framework for an emergency mobilisation 
in support of the civil power. In doing so he filled a role that had been rejected 
by his great contemporary John Monash. In November and December 1930, 
approached by Kingsley Henderson, Robert Knox, and Len Roach, closely 
followed by Harold Grimwade, Monash had dismissed their fears. He was 
unwilling to take a lead privately, still less publicly, and insisted that ‘the 
only hope for Australia is the ballot-box and an educated electorate’.24 White, 
evidently sought out as the default choice of figurehead, was cautious but not 
dismissive. He had less confidence in popular sovereignty: ‘Democracy as a 
machine,’ he told the Carey Baptist Grammar School speech night in December 
1932, ‘is entirely out of control.’25 The fact that the Secret League’s activities 
could be legitimised under the Commonwealth Peace Officers Act of 1925 would 
remove any taint of illegality. And, as one police investigator noted, the ‘High 
Council’ of the ‘White Army’ had taken steps to minimise any overt association 
between themselves and such inordinately robust anti-communist activities as 
might attract unwelcome official attention to their rank and file.26

It would have been natural for patriots in Melbourne to put out feelers to their 
supposed counterparts in Sydney. White could not have been unconcerned 
about indications that elements of the New Guard might themselves have 

23 H. E. Jones to J. G. Latham, 22 Dec. 1932, enclosing ‘a secret report from Sydney,’ NAA: A367, C94121. 
I have drawn information about the New and Old Guards and related groups from ‘Para-military groups of 
the 1920s and 1930s: Documents copied from ASIO files’, NAA: A12393, 7/99; ‘The Association (Post War) 
and the New Guard (Pre War), Vol. 1 1931–1949’,  NAA: A6122, 40; ‘The New Guard and “The Association”’, 
NAA: A367, C94121; ‘The New Guard 1931–48’, A432, 1931/1871; ‘Activities of Hon. Lieutenant HH Downey, 
MC, AIC, in regards to disloyalty due to association with New Guard and Communism 1933’, NAA: SP1141/1, 
S33/1/30. Andrew Moore’s The Secret Army and the Premier is valuable and complemented by his subsequent 
work (which unfortunately I saw only after I had completed my own research on Downey) including Francis 
de Groot Irish Fascist Australian Legend, Federation Press, Sydney, 2005 and ‘Loyal lieutenant or spy? Frank 
De Groot and the intelligence services’, Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society, vol. 96, Pt 2, Dec. 
2010, pp.201–20, and ‘Superintendent MacKay and the curious case of the vanishing secret army: A response 
to Richard Evans’, History Australia, vol. 6, (3), Dec. 2009. DOI: 10.2104/ha090072.
24 Serle, John Monash, pp.518–20.
25 The Argus, 14 Dec. 1932.
26 ‘Extract from Memorandum from Inspector R. S. Browne 17/11/31’, NAA: A367, C94121.
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contemplated a coup d’état. As the threat of civil disorder receded, Eric 
Campbell became more engaged with European fascism, alienating many of his 
followers. He launched his own ‘Centre Party’ but threw his weight behind the 
United Australia Party in the 1934 federal election. White’s role ― whatever it 
had been, it was always spoken in a whisper behind a veil of discretion ― was 
in diminuendo. With secure conservative governments in the Commonwealth, 
New South Wales, and Victoria, he settled into an essentially private life.

However much he might eschew the limelight, White was too respected and 
connected a figure to avoid participation in public affairs altogether. As a leading 
figure in the pastoral industry he would return from time to time to warnings 
about the impact of heavy taxation on struggling wool growers. Appearing as 
a witness before the Royal Commission on Banking he renewed his lamentation 
about ‘oppressive taxation’, musing that creating an open market for Treasury 
Bills might lead to a reduction in government expenditure.27 Defending the 
interests of the international wool-broking and quasi-banking business he led 
was unavoidable. His faith brought him often to church platforms where he 
would affirm the virtue of family prayers, more responsible parenting, and the 
example of ‘cheerful and useful labour’.28 He had more choice about invitations 
to speak to Service and voluntary organisations. Many of these he accepted 
as a duty, revealing on occasion his views on the contemporary world. In the 
year Hitler came to power, for example, he reflected for a Legacy Armistice Day 
meeting on the Versailles peace settlement, ‘in which lay the germ of future 
revenge’.29 An enterprising journalist would occasionally elicit a quotable 
comment as did a Courier-Mail reporter who caught him on a visit to Brisbane 
in August 1936 and asked for his thoughts on the possibility that the ‘Spanish 
revolution’ would turn into a wider conflict. ‘There is no chance of another 
big war developing,’ White said, ‘because the will of the people of France, and 
of England, is entirely opposed to war.’ Without endorsing either the Popular 
Front government or the ‘rebels’, he concluded enigmatically: ‘This revolution 
is most unfortunate, and it is to be hoped that other nations will be wise in their 
attitude towards it.’30

But the public stage, especially page 17 of a Brisbane newspaper, was not where 
White’s real influence was felt. The Northcote Children’s Emigration Trust, 
the Alfred Hospital, the Fourth Victoria Permanent Building Society, and the 
Melbourne Sunday Christian Observance Council all sought his counsel. He had sat 
on the board of the National Mutual Life Association since 1928 and became vice-
chairman in 1935. When Sir John Latham stepped down as leader of the federal 

27 The Argus, 24 June 1932; Morning Bulletin (Rockhampton), 15 July 1937; The West Australian, 26 Feb. 
1936.
28 The Argus, 30 Oct. 1930.
29 The Argus, 15 Nov. 1933.
30 Courier-Mail, 18 Aug. 1936.
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conservative parliamentary forces, White was one of a select group invited by Sir 
George Fairbairn to a farewell lunch.31 He was quietly consulted from time to time 
by successive Defence ministers. When the Council of Defence was reconstructed 
in 1935, Archdale Parkhill asked him to act in an advisory capacity in accordance 
with its new constitution; the invitation might have seemed more gracious had 
White not already learned from the press that his previous formal connection 
with the Council had ended.32 In March 1938 we find him at the Melbourne Club, 
of which he had been president in 1934, in conversation with James Darling of 
Geelong Grammar School and Raymond Priestley about possible candidates to 
succeed Priestley as Vice-Chancellor of Melbourne University.33 Seven months 
later, when the future of the Chief of the Air Staff, Richard Williams, was in the 
balance, Williams had suspicions of subterranean influence by ‘Chauvel, White 
and the G-G ― but I expect I am hardly likely to know’. What Williams did 
know was that the RAF’s Sir Edward Ellington, sent to report on the RAAF, had 
discussed with White the proposal that the Australian CAS should be posted 
to the UK on exchange with a senior British officer.34 The fact was that White, 
without really trying, was an eminence grise.

War clouds

As an anxious sense of impending war in Europe took hold of the Australian 
government in 1939, White was summoned once again to the Council of Defence 
in July. The increasingly influential Acting Chief of the General Staff, Ernest 
Squires, was pushing for national service and the raising of a force of 7500 
regulars. White it appears was not opposed to this, much to the disgust of his 
old comrade John Gellibrand. For Harry Gullett, like Gellibrand a champion of 
the Militia, the only remedy was prayer. To Gullett, the true nemesis was the 
British General: Squires, he told Gellibrand, was ‘entirely unscrupulous & a bad 
swine’, but he could have been stopped if it were not for the fact that ‘Chauvel, 
White & Street are nincompoops & Squires’ “Yes men”’. The truth was rather 
that the retired generals were yesterday’s men; and Geoff Street, now Defence 
Minister, actually saw merit in his principal advisor’s argument. Nevertheless, 
by early August the balance of opinion had swung again. Menzies announced 

31 White diary, 14 March 1934, White MSS, NLA MS 5172/14.
32 CPD, House of Representatives, 11 April 1935, p.1273.
33 Priestley diary, 7 March 1938, Ronald Ridley (ed.), The Diary of a Vice-Chancellor University of Melbourne 
1935–1938 Raymond Priestley, MUP, 2002, p.428.
34 GpCpt. F. H McNamara to AVM R. Williams, 7 Oct. 1938, Williams to McNamara, 26 Oct. 1938, copy, 
Williams MSS, RAAF Museum.
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that a permanent mobile force would not be created, and that the nation must 
make the voluntary system work, ‘training and equipping ordinary citizens to 
defend Australia’.35

As if to signify that, no matter what might issue from the deepening troubles 
in Europe, White’s military service had come to an end, he was placed on the 
retired list on 17 August 1939, with the honorary rank of Lieutenant General. 
Not long after war was declared he also stepped down as superintendent of 
the New Zealand Loan and Mercantile Agency, remaining as chairman of the 
company. As his friend Charles Bean later wrote, ‘he came as near to a retirement 
from public life as ever since 1914’.36 He would now spend less time in the 
city and more on the farm. The rhythm of his life had perceptibly changed. He 
was largely a spectator on great events. His wartime comrade, Major General 
(now UAP Senator) Charles Brand, had urged his appointment as Commander-
in-Chief to relieve the Military Board of its responsibilities for training and 
administration. The call had gone unheeded. At 63, as Brand admitted, White 
was a year over the regulation retirement age.37 On September 18, White 
recorded: ‘War news is most disturbing…Dick Casey rang me in the aftn ― but 
only to say that had I been in town he wanted to have a talk to me.’ Casey, once 
a junior officer on White’s staff in wartime France and as a part-time soldier in 
post-war Melbourne, had abiding admiration for White. Evidently he did not 
chase his old mentor.38

In retirement, and with no expectation of a recall to service, the marginalised 
general had been co-opted to the Australian Comforts Fund committee. Now a 
commentator rather than a participant, he responded to a request from the editor 
of Reveille to provide a short piece on the ascendant Tom Blamey. ‘A man of the 
world…a leader as well as a staff officer; he likes his fellow man and gets on with 
him…If called upon for war service, the 6th Division under Blamey’s command 
will render a good account of itself.’39 A fortnight later The Argus sought his 
opinion on what the as yet ‘unnamed war’ should be called. Humourists abroad 
had already dubbed it the ‘Confetti War’, because of the R.A.F. ‘pamphlet raids’ 
over Germany. The Americans were using the ‘scientific’ label ‘World War II’. 
Other titles were the ‘War for Decency’, the ‘War for World Freedom’, the ‘War 
for Liberty’, ‘The War of the Air’, ‘The Totalitarian War’, ‘The Machine War’, 
and ‘The War of Words’.

35 John and Elsie Gellibrand’s diaries, 8 July 1939; Sydney Morning Herald, 3 Aug. 1939 quoted in Sadler, 
The Paladin, p.247.
36 Bean, Two Men I Knew, p.201.
37 The West Australian, 14 Sept. 1939.
38 White diary, 18 Sept. 1939, White MSS, NLA MS 5172/16. Casey would tell Sir Sydney Rowell in 1972 he 
had developed ‘almost a passion’ for White in the first war (NAA: M1129 WHITE/C B).
39 The Argus, 4 Oct. 1939; Reveille, 5 Oct. 1939, in Derham, The Silence Ruse, p. 264.
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Since the last war was called the ‘Great War,’ that appellation is barred. 
‘The Greater War,’ military leaders say is too cumbersome for an age that 
demands snappy titles.

‘Hitler’s War’ is rejected as a possible title on the ground that nothing 
should be done to perpetuate the name of one who is a menace to 
civilisation.

White was cautious: ‘Names for wars just grow. Time must pass before we find a 
name for this one. It must be a name that is simple and with world-wide appeal.’

So distant was White from the levers of power that he was to learn from the 
newspapers on 29 November 1939 of the decision to send the AIF 6th Division 
overseas. Although he could not escape awareness of the long-running and 
unresolved debate about whether the Army should be configured to repel a 
Japanese invasion or mere ‘raids’, he would have been hard pressed to deny that 
Australian troops were needed to augment the British forces facing formidable 
German threats. As 1940 began, White’s regime of a morning ride in the city, 
office work, board meetings in Collins Street, lunch at the Melbourne Club 
(where he was a trustee and still kept a bedroom), seemed undisturbed.40 Early 
in January, with Australian troops now embarking for service abroad, the Chief 
of the General Staff sought to draw on his unique experience. ‘Brudenell White 
very kindly came in during the afternoon,’ Ernest Squires wrote, ‘to advise 
about the control of the A. I. F. when overseas ― most helpful, as one might 
expect.’41 On January 23 White dined at the club with Keith Murdoch, Squires 
and others to farewell Dick Casey, who was about to leave for Washington. On 
February 7 he and Ethel dined at Government House in honour of Lieutenant 
General Sir Thomas Blamey, designated since late September to command the 
6th Division 2nd AIF. Before Christmas the previous year Blamey had sent a 
car to bring him to his Headquarters for what turned out to be a ‘pleasant & 
useful conversation’.42 He had prepared a memorandum for Blamey which after 
further consultation with Squires, an intervention by Charles Bean, and final 
revision, was to be promulgated by the Army Minister Geoff Street as the AIF 
commander’s charter.

On February 13, White talked to Street after dinner and was ‘grieved to hear 
that Genl Squires is very very ill’. He called on the Squires family the next 
day. It was a week later that a letter from Blamey brought an idea to the Prime 
Minister that was to change the course of White’s life. Acknowledging that it 

40 Ronald McNicoll, Number 36 Collins Street: Melbourne Club 1838–1988, Allen & Unwin/Haynes in 
conjunction with the Melbourne Club, Sydney, 1988, p.180.
41 Squires diary, 10 Jan. 1940, UNSW@ADFA Library, MS 184 folder 3.
42 White diary, 13 Dec. 1939, White MSS, NLA MS 5172/16.
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was ‘right outside my line of suggestion’, Blamey wrote that if had the personal 
opportunity to ask the Prime Minister to consider it he would not hesitate to 
do so:

And that is, if you think it desirable for someone else to take up General 
Squires work, to give very earnest consideration to Lt.-Gen. Sir Cyril 
White. He is the only man in Australia who has handled war on a big 
scale. His military knowledge is wide, and his experience has been 
greatly deepened by the last few years in his business life. It would 
give a sense of satisfaction to the Army that no other appointment could 
give. Personally, on going away I would feel the utmost confidence in 
the support that I would receive, because I am quite certain that even 
if my views do not always co-incide with his, his would be entirely dis-
interested and in the best interests of the country.

Such a ringing endorsement from the chosen commander of Australian forces 
in the field could not be ignored. ‘I am grateful to you for your suggestion of 
Brudenell White,’ Menzies replied, ‘which I will follow up vigorously.’43 Menzies 
needed little encouragement to recruit the one general whom he believed 
had any brains.44 Army Minister Geoffrey Street sent the Deputy Chief of the 
General Staff, John Northcott, to sound White out. Northcott reported White’s 
misgivings: he had been out of the Army for the best part of two decades; 
he was not in robust health, and he had doubts about his own capacity. In 
the interim, Menzies had spoken on February 21 at a lunch of the Carry on 
Club in Melbourne, a meeting attended by White who earlier that day had a 
conversation with the Chief of the Air Staff Sir Charles Burnett.

A week passed. At the Melbourne Club on Wednesday night February 28, White 
dined with the financier W. S. Robinson to ‘meet Sir Charles Burnett’. As the 
head of the RAAF, Air Chief Marshal Burnett was now the government’s principal 
defence advisor. An ‘interesting evening’ became even more interesting: ‘P.M. 
approached me as to whether my services wd be available if required.’ Three 
days later the question was no longer hypothetical. Squires died on March 3. 
Consultation with the Army Minister was now imperative. They could meet 
discreetly at the Melbourne Club. ‘Discussed problem of CGS with him’ on 
Monday, March 4, and had a further talk after dinner. White attended the 
funeral of General Squires on the fifth. The next day there was another long talk 
with Street after dinner. By the seventh the press were beginning to speculate 
on White’s appointment as CGS. On Sunday, March 10 Geoff Street announced 
the appointment of the 63-year-old general ‘to act for a time’. It was reported 

43 Blamey to Menzies, 20 Feb. 1940, Menzies to Blamey, ‘Private and Unofficial’, copy, 22 Feb. 1940, Menzies 
MSS, NLA MS 4936/579/4.
44 Jon Chittleborough to CH, 24 March 2013, (email), reporting an interview with Menzies in 1975.
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the next morning that White had been given indefinite leave of absence from 
New Zealand Loan & Mercantile by his chairman in London; and the letters 
of congratulation began to arrive as he called at Victoria Barracks for a formal 
meeting with the Army Minister and the Military Board.45

Street was happy to report to the Prime Minister on March 11 that the ‘reaction 
to Sir Brudenell White’s appointment is very good’. Apart from Communist 
reminders that the ‘New Brass Hat has fingers in Capitalism’ being ‘one of the 
privileged members of the financial oligarchy’, there was little that anyone in 
the press could find to say against him.46 The Herald in Melbourne had raced to 
Beaufort that morning and obtained a statement:

…may I say that I much prefer being Cincinnatus at the plough, though 
I do appreciate the honour paid to me…I do want it to be fully realized, 
however, that I am not taking up any appointment for a fixed term but 
only to fill a gap. I do not want to act to the detriment of any permanent 
staff officer, and as soon as my services are unnecessary I want to return 
to the farm.47

The following day Menzies advised Street that the recommendation of the 
Military Board and the Army Minister that Honorary Lieutenant General White 
be promoted to full General was approved. He was to be restored to the Active 
List. The promotion was necessary ‘owing to the legal difficulties’ that might 
arise if he was not superior in rank to the commander in the field.48

Cincinnatus leaves his plough

That White took up the appointment as a matter of duty is plain from his 
testimony to those who knew him best. ‘The return to soldiering involved me in 
very mixed feelings. I had planned a much more peaceful autumn of my days,’ 
he told an old comrade.49 His attitude was summed up in a brief note to Chief 
Justice Sir John Latham who had written to congratulate him: ‘I could wish 
to have been spared the task ― & can only pray for the necessary strength & 
wisdom.’ It was symbolic of the deep tensions already placing strains on the 
relationship between Britain and Australia that this message was on notepaper 
headed ‘Imperial General Staff (Australian Section).’ He had in fact been 

45 White diary, Feb.–March 1940, White MSS, NLA MS 5172/16; Sydney Morning Herald, 11 March 1940.
46 M. H. Ellis, ‘The Garden Path: The Story of the saturation of the Labour Movement by Communism’, The 
Land Newspaper, Sydney, 1949, p.390.
47 Lucius Quinctius Cincinnatus, answering Rome’s call in 458 BC, routed the besieging Aequians and 
returned to his farm after 15 days as ‘Dictator’.
48 Street to Menzies, 11 March 1940; Menzies to Street, 12 March 1940, copy, Menzies MSS, NLA MS 
4936/579/5.
49 Maj.-Gen. S. S. Butler to Editor, The Argus, 5 Sept. 1940.
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gazetted as from March 18 not only Chief of the General Staff but also ‘First 
Military Member of the Military Board and Chief of the Australian Section of 
the Imperial General Staff’.50 As the Governor-General would write privately to 
the British Secretary of State for War: ‘while Squires was here one knew that he 
kept in close touch with the War Office as most of those holding important posts 
there were old colleagues and friends…and of course Brudenell White will not 
have quite the same contacts’.51

A general out of retirement, a photograph from the archives
(The Australian Women’s Weekly, 30 March 1940, from  Ethel White’s scrapbook, courtesy of Mark Derham)

It was true that there had been a generational change in Whitehall and the 
British high command. In Australia as well, as Menzies was advised by his 
friend Henry (‘Ferdie’) Wright, a Lieutenant Colonel in the Militia, ‘it will 
take him some time to work back a knowledge of personnel’.52 With the 
Deputy Chief of the General Staff, Major General Northcott, at his side the 
new Australian Chief of the General Staff stepped smoothly into the routines 
established by his predecessor and ordained by the Army Minister and Prime 

50 J. F. Ramsbotham to R. G. Menzies, 16 Aug. 1940, NAA: A461, 700/1/391; White to Latham, 29 March 
1940, Latham MSS, NLA MS 1009/1/5424.
51 Gowrie to Lord Stanley, 18 March 1940, Gowrie MSS NLA MS2852/5/11.
52 [F. H. Wright notes for Prime Minister], ‘Confidential: Proposed Divisional Command’, [March 1940], 
Wright MSS, NLA MS 8119, Series 5/8.
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Minister. Each week, the Chiefs of Staff submitted a progress report to the War 
Cabinet and spent an hour or two most Monday mornings briefing the Prime 
Minister. White would soon discover that the man who was closest to the Prime 
Minister on all military matters was the Secretary of the War Cabinet, Frederick 
Shedden. Defence planning and operations were on a vastly different scale from 
the Army-dominated world White had known intimately two decades earlier. 
Fred Shedden had designed much of the administrative machinery for war and 
sat at the centre of a network of handpicked subordinates. White had neither 
the aptitude nor the appetite to engage in the kind of bureaucratic finessing 
and finagling at which Shedden excelled.53 However, a weekly meeting with 
Shedden would diminish opportunities and excuses for miscommunication.

In his own domain, White was vested with very considerable authority and he 
was prepared to use it. A significant early decision was to affirm his support 
for the promotion of Blamey to command the AIF. Another was to exercise a 
quiet veto over an AIF post for the unattached senior Major General Gordon 
Bennett whose outspoken criticism of the Military Board and the Staff Corps had 
ensured he had no friends at the top.54 At less exalted heights there was a queue 
of applicants and posts to be filled. Within a month or so of his appointment, 
White had been approached by Menzies’ friend Henry Wright asking that he 
be transferred from the Reserve to A. H. Q. ‘and attached for duty to the P.M.’:

The appointment would be in the nature of honorary Military Secretary 
carrying out the duties, say, of an A. D. C…Personally and confidentially, 
I know that the P.M. desires to use me in a very general manner, and my 
liaison duty with you, is not the major point in his mind.55

Wright’s attachment to the Prime Minister was not difficult to arrange, 
notwithstanding his role as honorary consul for the Netherlands in Victoria. He 
was a fellow club man, a Freemason, with a record of service at Gallipoli.

Nor was there any problem for White in securing the services as his own liaison 
officer of Lieutenant Colonel Frank Thornthwaite. This was a critically sensitive 
role, perfect for a friend who was related by marriage to the Minister for the 
Army, and was already at Victoria Barracks, recalled to service as a General Staff 
officer. Others with past connections also found billets. The trusted Herbert 
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Downey, now a captain and soon to be a major, gave the required ‘voluntary 
undertaking to serve beyond the limits of the Commonwealth’ six weeks after 
White arrived at Victoria Barracks. Downey was assigned to staff duties before 
being sent to the Middle East and Greece where he died of wounds in April 
1941. Colonel Colin Simpson became chief signals officer when the 1st Australian 
Corps was formed in April 1940.

It did Jack Playfair’s prospects no detriment to have been one of the founders 
of the UAP and its state president (1932–39), as well as a member of the NSW 
Legislative Council. Wounded at Gallipoli, an artillery brigade major in France, 
and more recently an influential politician, he was just the man to command 
the 21st Field Brigade, Royal Australian Artillery (militia) and to be appointed 
artillery commander of the 2nd Division as a temporary colonel in August.56 
In May 1940 Bertie Lloyd, former deputy commander of the New Guard and 
since 1932 NSW state MP for Mosman, was appointed to the civilian post 
(unpaid) of Director-General of Army Recruiting. At the beginning of August, 
Lloyd became Deputy Adjutant General at Army Headquarters with the rank 
of brigadier (he was still an honorary brigadier general). Francis Derham was 
promoted temporary major general on 2 May 1940, and given command of the 
4th Division. Blair Wark, a prosperous quantity surveyor, re-enlisted in April 
and was soon promoted lieutenant colonel and given command of 1st Battalion, 
City of Sydney’s Own. White’s grazier neighbour at Buangor, Hec Bastin, who 
had resumed active service at the end of 1936 and was now commanding the 
4/19th Light Horse Regiment, was ‘taken on strength’ of the AIF and arrived 
in mid-July 1940 as lieutenant colonel commanding the 8th Division Cavalry 
Regiment.57

Among the others whose fortunes rose with White was Major Jack Scott, 
sometime chief of staff of the Old Guard and since 1935 a military counter-
intelligence officer working in collaboration with the NSW police. Through his 
uncle the late Sir Philip Street, previously Chief Justice of New South Wales, 
Scott was related to the Army Minister, Geoff Street. In the early 1930s he 
wrote articles in the Sydney Morning Herald that were supportive of Japanese 
expansionism and he was active in the Australia–Japan Society. In April 1939 he 
was appointed to head the NSW section of Military Police Intelligence. To this 
day, some of what he was assigned to do both in the peacetime militia and security 
service and on the wartime intelligence staff remains mysterious. In any event, 
an inveterate gambler and ladies’ man was fortunate to have friends in high 
places.58 He joined his former commanding officer, Colonel ‘Boz’ Combes, now 
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Director of Military Operations and Intelligence in Melbourne, at the centre of 
action at Victoria Barracks. Len Roach, too, White’s principal conduit a decade 
ago to the League of National Security, found his career prospering. Joining 
the second AIF, promoted to temporary lieutenant colonel, Roach was given 
command successively of the 14th Battalion and from July 1940 the 2/21st.59 And 
it did not escape notice that Combes had ‘surrounded himself by henchmen’ 
some of whom ‘openly or under cover, were at one time active members of the 
New Guard’.60

As CGS, White struggled to define his own role. None of the functions in which 
he had made his military reputation were his. Logistics and planning for battle 
were in other hands. The deployment of new divisions was an essentially political 
domain. It seemed sometimes as though he was rambling around the periphery 
of the defence establishment seeking meaningful work. Thus he was drawn into 
discussion with Essington Lewis and Sir John Latham to consider a proposal 
prepared by Latham to mobilise universities for the war effort.61 In May he sat 
down with Geoff Street to meet a delegation from the Returned Servicemen’s 
League to begin the process of setting up the RSL Volunteer Defence Corps. 
‘Happily,’ he had told, Sir Gilbert Dyett, ‘Australia is not threatened on land.’

In consequence, there is no need for an organized citizen force capable 
of expansion…There is no need therefore for national guards, legions, 
or such like organizations. But…even after such an explanation, 
the pent up feelings of the community will not be satisfied and this, 
perhaps, applies particularly to returned soldiers. If their desires are not 
harnessed, they may be given voice which would be embarrassing both 
to the Government and those charged with advising them.62

In this matter White knew of what he spoke. It was just 10 years since ex-
servicemen with pent up feelings in ‘national guards, legions, or such like 
organizations’ had looked to him for leadership in responding to the threat of 
communist subversion and civil disorder.
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Irrespective of rank or status, the CGS could impress with a serene humanity. To 
some he seemed ‘cold though courteous…one who never under any circumstances 
unbends…often mistaken for an Englishman’. Others caught glimpses of a 
‘modest, gentlemanly, and distinguished’ leader.63 Before the war, the young 
architect Balcombe Griffiths saw him regularly ‘on a “family friend” basis, 
perhaps a chat in Collins Street or at other meetings. He was always so generous 
of time, and thought for a young chap 30 years his junior.’64 Frederick Howard, a 
much-travelled Melbourne Herald journalist serving as an AIF captain, ‘had one 
brief appearance in the presence of Sir Brudenell White at Victoria Barracks, and 
remember him as a twinkling-eyed quiet spoken man who showed more courtesy 
than the normal military brusqueness in addressing a low form of life’.65

The CGS and his liaison officer, Lt Col. Frank Thornthwaite, posed for Pix 
July 1940
(Cover photo, Pix, 17 Aug. 1940, courtesy Inez Thornthwaite) 
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After a quarter of a century of dealing with the nation’s political leaders 
White was not afraid to give frank advice privately. Discussing senior Army 
appointments one day there was what Sir Robert Menzies recalled as a ‘spirited 
argument’, with one nominee being criticised as too young. After the meeting 
White walked back into the city from Victoria Barracks with Menzies who later 
paraphrased the general’s remarks:

You know, Prime Minister, compared to me you are a young man. And 
I want to say to you, never dispose of anybody, otherwise qualified, by 
the argument that he is too young. I was a very young man when the AIF 
was operating in France…very young indeed, and yet, I was made the 
Chief of Staff to the whole AIF. And there have been those sufficiently 
charitably minded to think that I didn’t do a bad job. Now the moral of 
this is that I couldn’t have succeeded unless I had qualifications of mind 
and imagination, and age had nothing to do with it. My advice to you 
is never reject the best qualified man because somebody thinks he is too 
young.

Confident as he was in giving advice to a Prime Minister nearly 20 years his 
junior, White had genuine misgivings about his own capacity to lead in a very 
different military environment from the one in which he had once flourished. 
There had been major changes in the nature of warfare, in weapons technology, 
and battlefield tactics. At the strategic level it was not long before his judgment 
was being called into question. Early in June he had told the War Cabinet 
that a German offensive could not occur without another six to nine months’ 
preparation. When the Germans crossed the Somme in force the next day his 
credibility understandably plunged. His assessment a short time later that Japan 
could ‘bring the Commonwealth to terms without the need for invasion’ if it 
had naval superiority was the kind of gloomy realism that some ministers found 
distinctly uncomfortable.

White was not alone in having to face challenging questions. Billy Hughes, 
no pessimist, was enjoying the licence to quiz the military chiefs. His direct 
question to Charles Burnett on June 5 about the adequacy of the Commonwealth’s 
air defences had the Air Marshal struggling for a form of words that would 
justify his barely reassuring conclusion that ‘a sufficient striking force would be 
available to make an aggressor think seriously before attacking…if we obtained 
the aircraft proposed we would be safe’. Burnett had hastened to add when 
he saw the draft War Cabinet minutes that he had meant in a safe position to 
implement Australia’s obligations under the training plan, ‘not “safe” from 
attack by a powerful enemy nation’. On hearing from the CGS that Australia’s 
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strategy was based on Japan not entering the war, Billy Hughes confided to his 
neighbour at the Cabinet table: ‘Look at that man’s profile. Did you see it? He 
may have many things, but he has not got guts.’66

Hughes was wrong. White did not lack courage. He had been appalled at the 
June 5 meeting, ‘much of it’, as he wrote in his diary that night, ‘a shocking 
waste of time’. But he was clearly struggling for understanding and inspiration 
about how to lift Australia out of its enfeebled vulnerability. He had been ill 
at ease at a high-level conclave on munitions and manpower questions in mid-
June. He seemed out of touch and bereft of new ideas. Some things, however, 
were obvious. His admission to the War Cabinet in June, under persistent 
questioning from Sir Keith Murdoch, that Australia could not rely on Britain 
and would last barely a month if invaded produced the blunt response from the 
new Director-General of Information that these were not predictions to be shared 
with the public. He was happy to accept Murdoch’s proposal that Charles Bean 
become the link between the Chiefs of Staff and the press ― what the Deputy 
Chief of the Air Staff would sceptically call ‘a rather nebulous commission…
to act as liaison, and philosopher and guide to editors’.67 Yet no matter how 
professionally war news was managed, there were more fundamental questions 
to be answered. As the months wore on White found himself wrestling as well 
with a range of unresolved conflicts over what was called for the War Cabinet 
‘the higher direction of the Army’. Should there be a Commander-in-Chief? 
Should there be one C-in-C for Home Defence and another for command and 
training of the Militia Forces? Should there be direct Militia representation 
on the Military Board or at Army Headquarters? At least he and Geoff Street 
were at one on these questions when they were raised for ‘discussion without 
agendum’ on July 11. But both could hardly have been happy with the Cabinet’s 
failure to reach a decision on any of them.

It was becoming obvious that White was finding the War Cabinet an uncongenial 
forum. A concerned Menzies had taken him aside on July 2: ‘PM dined with me 
and very tactfully criticised my methods at War Cabinet meetings ― insufficient 
strength!! This is a hard blow.’ The blow might have been harder if Menzies 
had added that some of the CGS’s views were bemusing ministers. He had first 
recommended sending troops to bolster the French when they were already on 
the point of capitulation. Then he ‘emphasised the desirability of the despatch 

66 ‘Notes of Discussion in War Cabinet Room…’, 12 June 1940, secret, Menzies MSS NLA MS 4936/40/21; 
War Cabinet Minutes, 5, 18 June 1940, NAA: A2673, 218,253; Bean, Two Men I Knew, pp.24–5; Horner, High 
Command, p.36.
67 Murray, Watching the Sun Rise:, p.210; Day, The Politics of War, pp.58–9; Bean, Two Men I Knew, p.217; 
Bill Bostock to Norman Ellison, 16 Aug. 1940, Ellison MSS NLA MS 1882,2/22.
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of forces raised for service overseas’, not for strategic reasons but because the 
Australian ‘was a much more manageable soldier when separated from his family 
and political and other influences’.68

The CGS with his mare ‘Jenny’, July 1940
(Courtesy of Mark Derham)

When Cabinet was called to meet in Canberra on Tuesday, 13 August 1940, 
White had to be there. He had thought of taking the deputy CGS with him 
but decided it was better that Northcott should stay at headquarters. In wet 
and windy Melbourne on Monday, he shuttled between Victoria Barracks 
and the Melbourne Club for lunch, returning late to the club to dine, sleep, 

68 Record of Decisions of War Cabinet, 13 June 1940, Annex A, NAA: A2673, 247.
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and write a letter home.69 He had intended to travel overnight by train but 
he and his right-hand man Lieutenant Colonel Frank Thornthwaite had been 
delayed in conference. In characteristically unassuming manner ― though well 
aware that his wish would be close to a command ― the nation’s most senior 
soldier telephoned the man he knew disposed of places on the Air Minister’s 
transport aircraft. Jim Fairbairn’s assistant private secretary Murray Tyrrell, 
then 26-years-old and fourteen months in the position, remembered:

I had a call from Brudenell White, who said he had been summoned to 
Canberra to be there the following morning for a Cabinet meeting with 
Prime Minister Menzies. Could he have a seat in the aircraft? Well I’d 
filled the aircraft by then but in the circumstances I said ‘Of course you 
can sir. You can have my seat.’ So I gave him my seat and I arranged there 
and then…to travel to Canberra that same night by train.70

Prepared as he had learned to be for an uncertain number of days away from 
home, White carried with him in his suitcase a Travalarm clock that folded into 
a steel case, a fine set of hairbrushes, and a miniature bar of medals that he 
always kept at hand.71 As he stepped out of his staff car at Essendon, a greatcoat 
protected his spare frame from the searching wind. Perennially suffering from 
respiratory distress and digestive troubles, he was ‘thin as a wisp’ from months 
of stress and frugality ― having taken a large pay cut shortly before he became 
CGS, he had been saving money by going without lunch. With his uniform 
and insignia covered, his rank was concealed as he walked past onlookers to 
the waiting aircraft. His red-banded cap, of course, signified that he was a staff 
officer. To those who knew his face, the soft eyes, the noble Roman nose made 
even more prominent by a long-forgotten car accident, the neatly trimmed 
moustache and matching silver sideburns, the Chief of the General Staff was 
instantly recognisable.72

69 Bean, Two Men I Knew, p.221; Derham, The Silence Ruse, p.269.
70 Sir M. Tyrrell, interview with Mel Pratt, 27 May 1974, NLA Oral TRC 121/54, p.6.
71 ‘Aeroplane Crash at Canberra on 13th August, 1940’, Commonwealth Police file P8903, NAA: A1378, ff. 
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72 Derham, The Silence Ruse, p.232. White had overturned his T Model Ford en route to Duntroon from Yass 
in Dec. 1913 (Rowell to Casey, 25 Oct. 1972, NAA: M1129 WHITE/C B).
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