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BLAMEY. Field Marshal Sir Thomas Albert. Born 1884. BGGS 1st Corps First World War. GOC 6th Division 1939–40; 1st Corps 1940–41; AIF Middle East 1940–42; C-in-C AMF 1942–45; Commander Allied Land Forces 1942–45. Regular and militia officer. (TAB, Albert, A or ‘the little fat) man’)


BOASE. Major-General Allan Joseph. Born 1894. Served First World War. Commanded AIF Base Area 1941; 16th Brigade 1941–42; 6th Division 1942; MGGS 1st Army; GOC 11th Division 1943–45. Duntroon graduate of 1914 and regular officer. (Buck)


BRIDGEFORD. Lieutenant-General Sir William. Born 1894. Served First World War. Commanded 25th Brigade 1940; DA&QMG 1st Corps 1940–42; First Army 1942–43; NGF 1943–44; GOC 3rd Division 1944–46. Duntroon graduate of 1915 (with Vasey) and regular officer. (Bill, Bill B. or Silver Spoon Bill)


CANET. Major-General Lawrence George. Born 1910. DAQMG 7th Division 1941–42; AA&QMG 7th Division 1942–43; Colonel Q HQ NGF; 1943–44, Duntroon graduate of 1931 and regular officer. (George)


CANNAN. Major-General James Harold. Born 1882. Commanded 11th Brigade in which Vasey was brigade major, First World War. Quartermaster-General 1940–45. Insurance executive and militia officer. (Jim)


CHILTON. Brigadier Sir Frederick Oliver. Born 1905. Commanded 2/2nd Battalion 1940–41; GSOl NGF 1942; commanded 18th Brigade 1943–45. Solicitor, public servant and militia officer. (Fred)


CLOWES. Major-General Cyril Albert. Born 1892. Served First World War. Commanded 1st Corps artillery 1940–41; 1st Division 1942; Milne Force 1942; 11th Division 1942–43; Vic L of C Area 1943–45. Duntroon graduate of 1914 and regular officer. (Cyril)


DISHER. Brigadier Harold Clive. Born 1891. Served First World War. ADMS Overseas Base 1939–40; 6th Division 1940–41; 1st Armoured Division 1941–42; DDMS NGF 1942–43; DMS 1st Army 1943–44. Medical practitioner and militia officer. (Clive)


DOUGHERTY. Major-General Sir Ivan Noel. Born 1907. Commanded 2/4 Battalion 1940–42; 23rd Brigade 1942; 21st Brigade 1942–45. Schoolteacher and militia officer. (Ivan)


EATHER. Major-General Kenneth William. Born 1901. Commanded 2/lst Battalion 1939–41; 25th Brigade 1941–45; 11th Division 1945–46. Dental mechanic and militia officer. (Ken)


HERRING. Lieutenant-General Sir Edmund Francis. Born 1894. Served First World war. Commander 6th Division artillery 1939–41; 6th Division 1941–42; 1st Corps 1942–44. Barrister and militia officer. (Ned)


HOPKINS. Major-General Ronald Nicholas Lamond. Born 1899. Served First World War. GSOl 1st Armoured Division 1941–42; DMO LHQ 1942; BGS Adv LHQ 1942; BGS NGF 1942–43; staff of Commander 7th Amphibious Force. Duntroon graduate of 1917 and regular officer. (Ron or Hoppy)


IRVING. Brigadier Ronald Godfrey Howy. Born 1898. GS02 6th Division; GS02 (Int) 1st Corps; DDMT GHQ MEF 1941–42; DMT LHQ 1943–45. Duntroon graduate of 1919 and regular officer. (Ron)


LAVARACK. Lieutenant-General Sir John Dudley. Born 1885. Served First World war. CGS 1935–39; GOC 7th Division 1940–41; 1st Corps 1941–42; 1st Army 1942–44; Australian Army Mission Washington 1944–46. Regular officer. (Joe)


LLOYD. Major-General Charles Edward Maurice. Born 1899. DAAG 6th Division 1939–40; AQMG 1st Corps 1940; GSOl 9th Division 1941; DSD LHQ 1942–43; Adjutant General LHQ 1943–45. Duntroon Graduate of 1918 and regular officer. (Gaffer)


MACKAY. Lieutenant-General Sir Iven Giffard. Born 1882. Commanded a brigade in the First World War. GOC 6th Division 1940–41; Home Forces 1942; NGF 1943. Schoolmaster and militia officer. (Iven (the Terrible))


MCLENNAN. Sister Ruth Emily. Born 1915. Australian Army Nursing Service 1942–45. Vasey’s nurse in 1944. (Ruth)


MILFORD. Major-General Edward James. Born 1894. Served First World War. Commanded 7th Division artillery 1940; MGO 1940–41; GOC 5th Division 1942–43; 7th Division 1944–45. Duntroon graduate of 1915 with Vasey) and regular soldier. (Teddy)


MORRIS. Major-General Basil Moorhouse. Born 1888. Served First World War. Commanded Australian Overseas Base 1940; 8th Military District 1941–42; NGF 1942; ANGAU 1942–45. Regular officer. (Basil or Fum)


MORSHEAD. Lieutenant-General Sir Leslie James. Born 1889. Commanded a battalion in the First World War. Commanded 18th Brigade 1939–41; 9th Division 1941–43, 1st Corps 1944–45. Manager and militia officer. (Leslie)


NORRIS. Major-General Sir Frank Kingsley. Born 1893. Served First World War. ADMS 7th Division 1940–43; DDMS 2nd Corps 1943–44; DGMS AMF 1948–55. Medical practitioner, militia and later regular officer. (Kingsley)


RIGGALL. Lieutenant William. Born 1912. Personal assistant and ADC to Major-General Vasey. Killed with Vasey in air accident in 1945. Solicitor and militia soldier. (Bill)


ROBERTSON. Lieutenant-General Sir Horace Clement Hugh. Born 1894. Served First World War. Commanded 19th Brigade 1940–41; 1st Armoured Division 1942–43. Western Command 1944–45; 5th and 6th Divisions 1945. Duntroon graduate of 1914 and regular officer. (Robbie)


ROWELL. Lieutenant-General Sir Sydney Fairbairn. Born 1894. Served First World War. GSOl 6th Division 1939–40; BGS 1st Corps 1940–41; DCGS 1941–42; GOC 1st Corps 1942; Director of Tactical Investigation War Office 1943–46. CGS 1950–54. Duntroon graduate of 1914 and regular officer. (Syd)


SAVIGE. Lieutenant-General Sir Stanley George. Born 1890. Captain in the First World War. Commanded 17th Brigade 1940–41; 3rd Division 1942–44; 2nd Corps 1944–45. Company director and militia officer. (Stan).


STEELE. Major-General Sir Clive Selwyn. Born 1892. Served First World War. Commanded 6th Division engineers 1939–40; 1st Corps engineers 1940–42; Engineer-in-Chief 1942–45. Engineer and militia officer. (Clive)


VASEY. Major-General George Alan. Born 1895. Served First World War. AA&QMG 6th Division 1939–41; GSOl 6th Division 1941; commanded 19th Brigade 1941; MGGS Home Forces 1942; DCGS 1942; GOC 7th Division 1942–44. Duntroon graduate of 1915 and regular officer. (George to his Army aquaintances, Alan to his family)


VASEY. George Halbert. Born 1925. Served Australian army 1943–46. George Alan Vasey’s son. (George)


VASEY. Jessie Mary. Born 1897. George Alan Vasey’s wife. (Jessie or Jess)


VASEY. Major Marjorie Hope. Born 1905. Australian Army Nursing Service 1940–45. George Alan Vasey’s sister. (Marjorie or Marj)


VASEY. Robert Alan. Born 1932. George Alan Vasey’s son. (Rob)


WOOTTEN. Major-General Sir George Frederick. Born 1893. Served First World War. Commanded 2/2nd Battalion 1939–40; 18th Brigade 1941–43; 9th Division 1943–45. Duntroon graduate of 1914, solicitor and militia officer. (George or ‘my namesake’)
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Introduction


Major-General George Alan Vasey, CB, CBE, DSO, was one of Australia’s great fighting leaders of the Second World War. His brigade bore the brunt of the fighting in Greece in April 1941 and he commanded the entire Australian force in Crete in the battle against German airborne invaders the following month. As commander of the 7th Division in New Guinea he directed the Australian advance from Kokoda to Gona and Sanananda in the latter months of 1942, and presided over the defeat of the Japanese in the savage battles of the beach-heads. In September 1942 his division airlanded into the Markham Valley, captured Lae, advanced north into the Ramu Valley, and then eventually drove the stubborn Japanese defenders from Shaggy Ridge. He was killed in an air crash off Cairns in March 1945 while flying back to New Guinea to take command of the 6th Division.


By any comparison, this was an impressive record of command. But other Australian commanders could boast of similar success. Lieutenant-General Sir Iven Mackay was a brigade commander in the First World War, and in the Second World War commanded a division in two campaigns and a corps or army in two more. Lieutenant-General Sir Leslie Morshead commanded a division in two remarkable campaigns (Tobruk and Alamein) and was a corps commander in two others. Lieutenant-General Sir Edmund Herring was a brigadier in two campaigns and a corps commander in two campaigns and part of another. Lieutenant-General Sir Stanley Savige commanded a brigade in three campaigns, a division in one and a corps in another. Major-General Sir George Wootten commanded a brigade in two campaigns and a division in two more. Major-General Arthur Allen commanded his brigade in two and his division in one campaign and part of another. Other generals such as Berryman, Milford, Clowes, Bridgeford, Stevens, Ramsay and Boase successfully commanded a corps or a division in action. More than a dozen other officers commanded brigades in at least two and often three campaigns.


But Vasey was different. Not only was his command marked by tactical flair, innovation and imagination, but he also displayed remarkable qualities of leadership in adverse situations. Vasey led not just through technical expertise but by example, personality, and a genuine concern for his men. This is not to suggest that the other commanders lacked these qualities, but it is unlikely that any of the senior regular army officers could match Vasey’s personality and hold over his troops. Conversely, while some of the militia commanders could approach Vasey’s personality and leadership, few could match his technical knowledge.


At a time when many believed that the role of the permanent army was to provide senior staff officers for commanders who would be drawn from the part-time militia, Vasey was convinced that Staff Corps officers were better equipped for higher command in war. Certainly he had his share of senior staff appointments—AA&QMG and GSOl of the 6th Division, chief of staff of the Home Forces, and Deputy Chief of the General Staff—but his love was for command. He was the second Duntroon graduate (after Robertson) to command a brigade in action, and the second (after Clowes) to command a division in action. Vasey’s whole life revolved around command, and caring for his ‘fellows’, as he called them.


What makes Vasey’s story worth telling is not the numerous anecdotes about his personality, nor the opportunity to analyse his considerable tactical expertise, but the fact that through the existence of a remarkable collection of letters to his wife, Jessie, we have a rare opportunity to get inside the mind of a successful commander. Throughout the war, usually once a week, he wrote full and descriptive letters to Jessie, revealing his inner thoughts about events and personalities. In a unique way we are, therefore, able to see the war as Vasey saw and experienced it.


In this book it has been possible to reproduce less than a quarter of the available letters. The material omitted includes descriptions of his personal housekeeping activities and of some of his travels, discussion of minor personalities, and repetition from one letter to the next.1 Most family matters have been omitted, with just enough included to indicate that Vasey was a family man with all the responsibilities, worries, cares and joys. This dimension is often overlooked in studies of military commanders, but a man’s relationship with his wife and children is an important guide to his character. It has been averred that ‘no man is a hero to his valet’. Vasey was—and also to his family, well before he became known to the public at large.


These wonderful letters, a source of insight and information, must nevertheless be treated with some caution. Underneath a brusque exterior, Vasey was highly strung, sensitive and sentimental. His letters provided him with an opportunity to let off steam. It would be a remarkable individual who at some time or other, particularly under stress of war, did not become irritated by even his closest friend. His comments were meant only for Jessie, who understood her husband’s hopes, frustrations and disappointments. They were not for publication, and his criticisms of his colleagues must be seen in that light. Vasey was not insincere; if he had a genuine disagreement with a colleague or subordinate he did not hesitate to mention it openly. It should be remembered that his personal views, revealed almost 50 years later, indicate as much about his own state of mind at the time as about the subject of his comments.


The aim of this book is therefore to reveal the nature of one of Australia’s most successful leaders, relying as much as possible on the words of the man himself. We also learn much about the tensions in the higher command of the Australian Army. Inevitably there are gaps in the story. In the midst of battle Vasey often did not have time to write, and for those periods it has been necessary to fill in the story from other sources. Similarly, there are no letters for the months of early 1942 and late 1944 when he was posted to Melbourne. The story of General Vasey’s war begins with his departure from Melbourne for overseas service in December 1939, but first it is necessary to describe the events that brought him to that point.





1


‘Doing extremely good work’


First World War Experience, 1895–1919


Born at East Malvern, a suburb of Melbourne, Victoria, on 29 March 1895, George Alan Vasey grew up in an era when Australians were struggling towards a national identity. While most colonists thought of themselves as Australians, the emotional link to Britain remained strong. It was a time of imperial commitment to the Boer War, but also a time when many Australian institutions were established. Vasey was almost 6 years old by the time of Federation, and the event, along with the death of Queen Victoria that same year, was probably discussed in his home and at school.


Vasey’s family was not unusual in reflecting these mixed loyalties. His father, George Brinsden Vasey, was a not very successful barrister and solicitor who earned £5 a week as editor of the Argus Law Reports and also contributed legal opinions on questions submitted to another weekly journal. In addition, he was the author of three legal textbooks. His father, Thomas Vasey, had come to Australia from Whitby in Yorkshire in 1852 to seek gold and had stayed to become a general merchant. Thomas Vasey had married Miss Brinsden from Exeter, whom he had met at a Methodist church in Melbourne. In July 1890 George Brinsden Vasey married Alice Isobel McCutcheon, the daughter of a Belfast man from Northern Ireland, and they had six children, of whom George Alan was the third.


The eldest child, Thomas Arnold, was born in 1891. At the beginning of the First World War he was working for a leading firm of wool brokers in London. He volunteered for service in the Royal Navy and was accepted for hostilities under a group scheme by which volunteers returned to their civil occupations until called up for service. In March 1917, as an ordinary seaman, he joined the auxiliary cruiser HMS Mantua, escorting troop and supply ships between Sierra Leone or Dakar and Plymouth. Arnold Vasey, as he was known within his family, was demobilized in January 1919 and returned to Melbourne the following June, resuming a career as a wool valuer. He later moved to Newcastle, New South Wales, where he owned a wool-marketing business.
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George Brinsden Vasey
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Alice Isobel Vasey
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Thomas Arnold Vasey, John Brinsden Vasey and George Alan Vasey, shortly before George left for Duntroon in 1913





John Brinsden Vasey, the second of the four brothers, was born in 1893, attended Wesley College and later qualified as a surveyor. On the outbreak of the First World War he was on the survey staff of the Construction Branch of the Victorian Railways and enlisted immediately, joining the 2nd Field Engineer Company and sailing for Egypt on 19 October 1914. He took part in the Gallipoli landing on 25 April 1915 and was promoted corporal a month later. On 7 August he was wounded in the neck and leg and was taken aboard the hospital ship Dunluce Castle in good spirits. Unfortunately septicaemia set in, and although his left leg was amputated in an effort to save his life, he died on 14 August and was buried at Malta.


The fourth child, Blanche Isobel, was born in 1900 and died of leukaemia at the age of ten, a family bereavement that was felt deeply.


The fifth child, Gilbert Vasey, attended Melbourne University and became an agricultural engineer. He was never close to the other members of the Vasey family.


The youngest child was Marjorie Hope Vasey, who was born in 1905. She qualified as a nurse and became the principal theatre sister for the noted Melbourne surgeon Sir Alan Newton. Competent and dedicated, she served in the Second World War as a nursing sister and hospital matron and later married a Melbourne surgeon, E. T. Cato.
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Blanche Isobel Vasey
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Gilbert H. Vasey
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Marjorie Hope Vasey





George Alan Vasey, or Alan as he was known within his family, was born into a happy, loving family where, although money was scarce, the children were sent to private schools for their secondary education. They remembered their father with affection, and Marjorie recalled his charming manners and his ability to make friends and guests feel welcome. His children were brought up in the same tradition of courtly manners; it was expected that at social functions they would ensure that everyone was at ease and welcomed. Never an argumentative man, ‘Confound it all!’ was the most aggressive remark Marjorie ever remembered her father using. Years later a grandson recalled staying, when ten years of age, with his parents and one brother with the Vaseys at Brougham Place, Kew, for several months. ‘I don’t know what kind of barrister he was, but as a human being and an old gentleman he was magnificent.’1


Alan Vasey ‘drew more qualities from his mother—a reserved, quiet woman, inordinately shy, but possessed of a will which all her children knew to be indomitable’.2 Marjorie recalled that while her brother Arnold was humorous and witty, and Jack was a mischief-maker, Alan was restrained and quiet. In 1907, after three years at Canterbury Grammar School, Alan went off to Wesley College, Melbourne, a tall, lean, rather shy youth whose straight brown hair parted down the centre often strayed over his forehead. He proved to be an able scholar. As one of his contemporaries recalled,


 


In those days he was quiet, not spectacular. He was tall and slightly ungainly. He was a school prefect in his last year, but a ‘scholastic prefect’, as distinct from a ‘sporting prefect’. He was not distinguished in any sport; he played form sport and rowed a little. He came from a good church family, and he was, as I remember him, a good boy, but with nothing of the prig about him.3


 


In 1911 the Royal Military College opened at Duntroon, near the future national capital, with the purpose of providing regular staff officers for the new Australian Army. At a time when a university education was expensive, Duntroon offered a unique opportunity as tuition was free. Furthermore, the long-serving headmaster of Wesley College, L. A. Adamson, saw the school’s duty as one of producing men who would serve their country, and he provided extra coaching for boys wishing to sit for the Duntroon entrance examination, to be conducted by Sydney University in November 1912. According to one account, Vasey ‘was not specially attracted to soldiering; but he wanted an outdoor life and [was] persuaded that the army offered both this and an honourable career’.4 Of the 154 eligible candidates, 33 were admitted to the college, and five were from Wesley. Two, Vasey and Edward James Milford, were to become generals, and friends for the rest of their lives. Another schoolmate, only three months older, was R. G. Menzies, a future prime minister.


In applying for Duntroon Vasey was provided with a school reference which indicated that he had passed the public examinations for entrance to the University of Melbourne, had been a second lieutenant in the Commonwealth Senior Cadets, and was a prefect. ‘He is of sound moral character and entirely trustworthy and possesses qualities which should be of great assistance to one who desires to be a leader of men.’ His area officer in the Senior Cadets reported that Vasey was ‘keen, and in my opinion will make a good officer’.5


The Duntroon entry of 1913 was one of the most successful in the college’s history. Of the 33 entrants, six became generals—Vasey, Milford, William Bridgeford, Frank Berryman, Leslie Beavis and John Chapman—and four became brigadiers; nine were killed in action in the First World War as junior officers. In this outstanding group Vasey performed well, being placed in the first five academically in the final examinations for 1913.


With the outbreak of war in August 1914 the first Duntroon class was graduated early, on 14 August, its four-year course being shortened by four months. The second class, those who had entered the college in 1912, graduated in November 1914. In May 1915, following the news of the landing at Gallipoli on 25 April, most of the academic work for the 1913 class was dropped to enable the cadets to concentrate on military subjects, and on 28 June 1915 the class graduated as lieutenants in the Permanent Military Forces.


In his last six months at Duntroon Vasey was a sergeant in the Corps of Staff Cadets, and his final report showed that he had applied himself well. Although he had not played in senior sporting teams, his sportsmanship was listed as ‘very good’. He was very good at horsemanship, drill, physical training and physical co-ordination, his academic ability was ‘outstandingly good’, his mathematics and physics were ‘excellent’ and leadership was ‘good; a slow maturer’. General Milford, his Wesley and Duntroon classmate, recalled that Vasey was outstanding at mathematics and that at Duntroon his lecturer set him special work above the standard of the rest of the class.6 It is an indicator of the quality of the class that despite this good report Vasey graduated only tenth. Ahead of him, in order, were Beavis, Hatton, Brown, Jenkins, Berryman, Milford, Peart, Mortimer and Crombie. Hatton, Brown (a New Zealander), Jenkins, Peart and Mortimer were to be killed in action in the First World War. Of the 33 Australians to graduate, twelve were allotted to artillery and nineteen to infantry. On graduation at the age of twenty years and three months Vasey’s medical record showed that he had dark brown hair, brown eyes and a height of 5 feet 11¾ inches. Some years later his passport showed his height as 6 feet 1 inch.


Vasey and his fellow artillery graduates were granted leave until 12 July 1915 when they reported for duty at No 2 Battery, Royal Australian Field Artillery at Maribyrnong, a Melbourne suburb, where they were to undergo further training. After three months their commanding officer was to report on their progress, and if satisfactory, they were to be posted to a unit preparing for active service. At the end of September Vasey, along with Jenkins, Berryman, Milford and Peart, was posted to the 4th Field Artillery Brigade at Albert Park. A fortnight later the final reports on the new officers were completed and, in view of their later careers, they provide interesting insights.


 


Vasey. Although perhaps a little weak in command he knows his work thoroughly. A very good section commander. Well fitted for appointment to AIF.





Berryman. A very capable officer, a good horseman. Well fitted for appointment to AIF.





Milford. Perhaps a little lacking in self confidence but possesses a good knowledge of field artillery work and knows how to apply it. A very good section commander. Fine horseman. Well fitted for appointment to AIF.7


 


Thirty years later, Arthur Watt, an original member of the 11th Battery, 4th Field Artillery Brigade, wrote that Vasey ‘was a manly man when, as a youth, he came to the battery at its formation, and his Stirling qualities soon endeared him to all of us who served under him’. However, Second Lieutenant Alex Crawford, a nineteen-year-old militia officer, clearly recalls the arrival of the new officers, and did ‘not see in Vasey the makings of a distinguished soldier’. He thought that Vasey was rather hesitant in manner and his orders did not have that required air of authority. Already Vasey had ‘an easy flow of bad language’, but he was also very likeable with an ‘easy manner’.8
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Lieutenant George Vasey, aged twenty, soon after graduation from Duntroon in 1915: entering the college in 1913, he was in the third intake which, because of the war, graduated early after only two and a half years training.





By contrast, Crawford found Berryman to be ‘fanatically keen’ and as ‘blunt as the back of an axe. We used to say of Berry that he would cut his grandmother’s throat if it was in the interests of the army’. Crawford remembers Milford as a ‘delightful, gentle natured chap, friendly, very likeable’ who helped him with trigonometry. The brigade embarked on RMS Wiltshire on 18 November, and Vasey’s sister Marjorie barely remembered the farewell party given for her brother. It must have been a poignant parting for the Vasey family for they now knew that their second son would not be returning.


The brigade arrived in Egypt in December, just as the Anzac troops were returning after the evacuation from Gallipoli. They went under canvas at Tel el Kabir and continued training as part of the 2nd Division artillery. A powerful influence was the commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel H. W. Grimwade, and Crawford recalls being severely reprimanded by him for exposing his section on a skyline during an exercise. Even in the desert Grimwade insisted that officers dress formally at night for dinner.


During the first three months of 1916 the AIF in Egypt was substantially reorganized, with the force there expanding from two to four infantry divisions while another infantry division was raised in Australia. Additional artillery had to be formed for the new divisions, and to match the British establishment an extra battery was added to each artillery brigade. The new battery in the 4th Brigade was the 19th, and Vasey was transferred to it shortly before it sailed with the 2nd Infantry Division from Alexandria to Marseilles, in France, on 14 March 1916.


The 2nd Division was sent to the front at Armentières, a quiet section of the line where the guns of Vasey’s unit were not as active as those in other areas. Soon after he arrived he was promoted temporarily to captain, but reverted in rank a month later when the artillery establishment was changed and the 19th Battery was removed from the 4th Brigade to become part of a new field brigade, the 22nd. In May he went on leave to England, and when he returned was posted to the 22nd Brigade, still part of the 2nd Division artillery, which supported the 7th Infantry Brigade in a raid near Armentières in June.


On 10 July 1916 Vasey was appointed commander of No 1 Section of the 2nd Division Ammunition Column. Until then he had not been exposed to the full horrors of war on the Western Front, but on 1 July General Haig’s Somme offensive had begun, with fearsome casualties, and the Australians joined the battle on 23 July, attacking at Pozières and later at Mouquet Farm. In seven weeks of operations the 1st, 2nd and 4th Divisions were thrown into battle in succession, with each having two tours of duty in the line, and in all conducting a total of nineteen attacks. By the time General Birdwood’s 1st Anzac Corps was withdrawn on 5 September it had lost 23 000 officers and men. During the battles the 2nd Division artillery supported the attacks of all three divisions and Vasey was in action for long periods, his main task being to ensure that the batteries were supplied with ammunition.


It had been an exacting introduction to war in which the field artillery had worked to exhaustion and were subject to counter-battery fire. In terms of casualties, however, the artillery escaped lightly.


On 9 August Vasey was promoted to captain, and on 5 October was posted back to the 22nd Brigade as adjutant. In mid-October the 1st Anzac Corps returned to the Somme battlefield, but a number of exhausting battles in chilling autumn rains brought only tiny gains. On 5 November Vasey was transferred to the 5th Artillery Brigade to command the 13th Field Battery. Even when the offensive was halted in mid-November the Australians stayed in the line during the bitter winter which began early and finished late.


Vasey’s rapid advancement to battery commander at the age of 21, only sixteen months after graduating from Duntroon, was evidence of his thorough training, his sound performance during the Somme battles, and particularly of a shortage of trained artillery officers. It was this shortage that resulted, at the end of 1916, in another reorganization of the artillery in which the batteries were raised from four to six guns and the total number of batteries was reduced from 75 to 52. In the reorganization Vasey lost command of his battery. Over Christmas and the New Year he had attended a battery commanders’ course in England, but on 24 March 1917 he was seconded for duty as staff captain trainee on the headquarters of the 11th Infantry Brigade.
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Captain George Vasey, in London on leave from the Western Front in 1916 or 1917





This new appointment was to have a significant impact on Vasey’s development, both in his introduction to infantry and in his understanding of the role of a commander and his staff. The headquarters of an infantry brigade had two senior staff officers, the brigade major, who looked after G, or operational matters, and the staff captain, who was responsible for administration—transport, supply, ammunition and personnel. Each senior staff officer was assisted by an understudy.


The 11th Brigade was part of Monash’s 3rd Division, which had been raised in Australia early in 1916 and after training in England had arrived in France in November 1916. The division joined General Godley’s 2nd Anzac Corps, holding part of the Ypres salient. By the time Vasey joined the brigade it had become accustomed to the front line and was preparing to take part in the Second Army’s Messines offensive, scheduled to begin in June 1917.


The commander of the 11th Brigade was Brigadier-General James Cannan, who had earlier commanded a battalion under Monash at Gallipoli and was one of the AIF’s more capable soldiers. He commanded the brigade from August 1916 until December 1919 and according to the official historian C. E. W. Bean it was ‘the happiest in the AIF’. Since October 1916 Cannan’s brigade major had been George Wootten, who was two classes ahead of Vasey at Duntroon, and had already served with distinction at Gallipoli as adjutant of the 1st Battalion. As a result of his experience with Wootten, Cannan developed a lasting respect for the capabilities of Duntroon graduates. Years later he recalled


 


an incident prior to the Battle of Messines when a problem arose and I asked . . . Wootten for his views on it. On [Wootten] giving his opinion I impatiently said: ‘I think that is bloody stupid!’ Wootten then retorted: ‘You asked me for a considered opinion and I gave it; please remember that I have had years of training as a staff officer and I did not expect nor deserve such a comment’. I apologized and promised to give his opinion further thought, and we later came to a compromise decision and probably 65 per cent his way and 35 per cent of mine. His stand made me realize that these Duntroon officers had character, poise and courage, both mental and physical.9


 


By the time of the Messines attack on 7 June, Vasey had attended a staff school in England and was back as Wootten’s assistant. During the battle he was in close contact both with Cannan’s four battalions, and with Monash’s divisional headquarters. On 12 July Monash wrote to Major-General Brudenell White, Birdwood’s chief of staff: ‘Vasey is doing extremely good work as trainee brigade major of the 11th Brigade, and I should be quite ready to recommend that he should enter active staff employment as a GS03 on a divisional headquarters’. White replied that he was pleased to hear that Monash had a high opinion of Wootten, Vasey and Pain, another Duntroon graduate from the first class who was GS03 on Monash’s headquarters. ‘I will keep Wootten in eye for the next GS02, and Pain for a brigade majorship whenever one becomes vacant, in which case Vasey would appear to make a most suitable GS03 vice Pain.’10


On 6 August 1917 Wootten was transferred to become brigade major of the 9th Brigade and Vasey took over the appointment in the 11th Brigade. By now the 1st Anzac Corps had moved north to join the 2nd Anzac Corps, with all five Australian divisions being together for the first time. The attacks during September were an outstanding success, but Haig continued the offensive once the rains came in October and the offensive ground to a halt in the mud of Passchendaele. During September, while the 3rd Division was out of action, Vasey spent some time in hospital with influenza, and while there was notified of his promotion to major. He was back with the brigade in time for the final attacks in October.


Vasey’s service under Cannan contributed greatly to his military education. A strong friendship developed between the 35-year-old brigade commander and his 22-year-old brigade major, with Cannan acting like an elder brother. Forty-four years later Cannan recalled that he had ‘a very great affection and admiration’ for Vasey. ‘He was hard-working, meticulous, alert, convincing and courageous—yet somewhat shy and bashful.’ Nonetheless, Cannan thought that Vasey was a little young to be a brigade major, as it required ‘great physical strength and endurance to be an adjutant of a battalion, a brigade major, [or] a staff captain of an infantry brigade’ in the First World War. ‘I am not questioning his ability or competence, but his capacity to stand great physical strain. Looking back on it I think these appointments required ages of not under 24 and up to say 30. I suppose I was a bit of a “slave driver” and very exacting.’ In March 1945 Cannan wrote to Mrs Vasey that George ‘was almost as a son to me, so much did I admire him and draw help, guidance and inspiration from him’.11


Cannan set out deliberately to educate Vasey in command and leadership, and one important lesson was the need to stand up for your own men. On one occasion during the Third Battle of Ypres Cannan complained during Monash’s commanders’ conference that he was favouring the 10th Brigade over the 11th. Monash told him in no uncertain terms ‘to hold his tongue’, but afterwards sent for Cannan and informed him that if it were not for the fact that he had a high opinion of him as a battalion and brigade commander he would have sent him back to Australia. Cannan related this exchange to Vasey, explaining that he felt impelled to go to the defence of his men whom he thought were not receiving a ‘fair go’.


Vasey learned another lesson during the Passchendaele battles. At one stage, when there was a problem with two battalion guides, Cannan called them in. ‘If you don’t know the way up to the front line’, he said, ‘you must learn it now. The brigade guide will take these companies up and you will go with them and learn the way’. Twenty-five years later Vasey was to use almost the same words to his GSOl when commanding the 7th Division at Sanananda. He had learned the importance of senior staff officers having personal knowledge of the battlefront.12
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The headquarters staff of the 11th Australian Infantry Brigade at Locre, Belgium, 19 January 1918: (front row, left to right) Major G. A. Vasey, the brigade major; Brigadier-General J. H. Cannan, the commander; and Captain J. H. Gard, the staff captain. Vasey learned much about command from Cannan, who looked upon his 23-year-old brigade major as a younger brother.





At times the young Vasey thought that Cannan was too ruthless. For example, when the commanding officer of the 41st Battalion was wounded on 6 July 1917, Cannan sent for Major Farrell, the next senior officer of the brigade, and told him that he was to take command of the 41st Battalion and go back into the line. Farrell, who had been temporarily commanding the 42nd Battalion in the line for several days, said nothing and walked out of Cannan’s headquarters with Vasey, but later through Vasey arranged an interview with Cannan. ‘After a strenuous period in the line with the 42nd Battalion’, he explained to his brigadier, ‘I do not feel that I will be able to command the 41st Battalion’. ‘Very well’, was Cannan’s response, with Vasey standing by, ‘but never again will I offer you a battalion, and if you would like to return to Australia I will do everything possible to help you’. Cannan selected another officer to command the 41st Battalion. In discussing the incident afterwards Vasey told Cannan that he had been too hard and ruthless. Cannan replied that he had given Farrell the chance of a lifetime as he thought that the 41st Battalion contained ‘the finest fighters in the world. If Farrell does not realise this and cannot live up to their standard why worry about him?’ However, some months later Cannan gave Farrell command of the 43rd Battalion and he did very well.


Writing after the war, Vasey considered that ‘the most interesting and at the same time one of my most important periods during my service in the AIF’ was the time in late March 1918 when the 3rd Division was rushed from a reserve position near Calais to the Somme to stop the German offensive which had split open the 5th Army during Ludendorff’s Operation Michael. On 21 March the 11th Brigade received orders to move and, travelling by train, bus and foot, by dawn of 26 March was approaching Doullens. Cannan, Vasey and the brigade’s staff captain, Captain J. H. Gard, were the first to arrive, and by hitchhiking and walking began a reconnaissance of the area. ‘In spite of us being the only people moving in an easterly direction’, wrote Vasey, ‘we continued on until we reached the vicinity of Henie when we were told that we could not billet in Souastre as the enemy were shelling it’.13


That night the brigade received new orders to redeploy south towards the Somme River. Moving by bus through the early hours of the morning, the brigade began arriving at 5 a.m. on 27 March. Cannan, Vasey and Gard lost no time in walking forward to find, among some old trenches, the best positions for the incoming battalions. As Cannan recalled, ‘we were greeted by a few scattered rifle shots but of no great volume and so I felt that we would get our men into these trenches and in position in time and before we had been over-run by the enemy’.14 By 8 a.m., having dumped their packs, the men of the battalions were moving into the selected positions. They had been without proper sleep for 48 hours but were in excellent spirits. Cannan and his staff were in a hastily dug hole, just behind the front line. The next day the 10th and 11th Brigades of the 3rd Division attacked, without success, and on 30 March the 11th Brigade repulsed a strong German attack.


Vasey continued to serve with the 11th Brigade throughout the fighting of 1918, including the battle of Hamel in July, the major Allied offensive on 8 August, and the subsequent attack on the Hindenburg Line. In June Major-General Gellibrand had taken command of the division, Monash having assumed command of the Australian Corps. On 20 July Vasey was detached to headquarters 3rd Division as GS03 and immediately began to familiarize himself with the battalions of the other brigades. Two days later he visited the 33rd Battalion, and in the company of the commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel L. J. Morshead, he inspected the front line. Twenty-five years later he was to serve under Morshead in New Guinea. But Vasey’s new appointment was shortlived; on 29 July Captain Gard was mortally wounded and Vasey returned to the 11th Brigade as brigade major.15
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Major Vasey talking to a soldier in France, 1918; already he had developed a good rapport with soldiers of all ranks.





During the advance to the Hindenburg Line the division was in action almost every day and in early September, as it approached the line, the brigade had difficulty reaching its planned objective because of an enemyheld copse on the left flank, in front of a British division. When Cannan told Gellibrand that he was being held up, Gellibrand replied that aerial reconnaissance had disclosed that the copse was not occupied by the enemy. Cannan insisted that it was. ‘How do you know, Cannan’, asked Gellibrand, ‘have you or Vasey been up to the line and know this?’ ‘No’, replied Cannan, ‘but it is on the left flank of the 42nd Battalion and I have always found the reports of the battalion commander, Lieutenant-Colonel Woolcock, to be reliable and accurate. He has been the battalion commanding officer since its inception and I have every confidence in him’. ‘I don’t know Woolcock well enough to rely on this’, insisted Gellibrand, ‘so someone from brigade headquarters must go and carry out a reconnaissance. Not you, but Vasey’. Some hours later Vasey returned with confirmation that the copse was occupied by the enemy. Meanwhile, similar information had been received in Gellibrand’s own headquarters.


That night Gellibrand came forward to see Cannan and after sharing a cup of tea invited him for a stroll along the road. He at once apologized for the incident of that afternoon, adding: ‘You know, Cannan, I know very little about the 3rd Division and its brigades and commanders. However, so far as your brigade is concerned I won’t make the same error again’. Cannan later related the outcome to Vasey, again stressing the need to support subordinates.16
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Major Vasey outside Buckingham Palace in 1919, soon after the presentation of his DSO; with him is his brother Arnold, Arnolds wife Nell, and their son Kenneth.





In April 1918 Vasey was mentioned in despatches and in June it was announced that he had been awarded the DSO. In April 1919 he was again mentioned in despatches. By that time he had been appointed GS02 on the headquarters of the 3rd Division. On 26 July 1919 he embarked on HMT Demosthenes and disembarked in Melbourne on 14 September 1919.
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Major Vasey on a tender at Tilbury Docks, July 1919, shortly before he returned to Australia after service in France during the First World War.





The First World War was a hard and exacting school for the young Duntroon graduates, who had had responsibility thrust upon them at an early age. A large proportion were killed, but those who survived gained valuable military experience and an appreciation of the strengths of the Australian soldier. Vasey had the unparalleled opportunity of learning how to handle an infantry brigade in advance, attack, and defence, and he developed great confidence in his own ability. It remained to be seen whether this confidence and enthusiasm could survive a prolonged period of peacetime soldiering in a country sick of war and naively hoping that there would no longer be a role for its military.





2


‘Daddy’s brigade did the best of all’


Twenty Years a Major, 1919–1939


George Vasey returned to Australia as a battle-hardened officer, mature and experienced. But he already had some inkling of the frustrations of peacetime soldiering. On the staff of the 3rd Division in France in 1919 he had been bored by the lack of work and had even welcomed a transfer from the G to the Q staff in the hope that he would have more to do. In the slack periods he had travelled in France, Germany and Italy and had enjoyed the theatre in Paris and London. He had been presented with his DSO at Buckingham Palace and had visited his brother Arnold and his family. It was probably at this time that he had his first aeroplane flight, during which he was violently air-sick. On the return voyage to Australia he had spent a short period in South Africa.


Perhaps Vasey was over-optimistic about prospects in the postwar army. When he met his old schoolmate Teddy Milford in London soon after the Armistice he left Milford with the impression that he was confident that there was a sound future for a regular soldier in Australia. However, other regular officers, such as Milford, Berryman and Beavis, preferred to remain in England for further specialist artillery training and attachments. Although he was a competent gunner, it seems that Vasey’s heart was not in the technical side of artillery. He had relished the challenge of leadership and tactical manoeuvre that he had found in the infantry, and hoped the army would provide opportunities in this area.1


The realities of peacetime Australia brought only disappointment. Marjorie Vasey recalled that when her brother returned to Australia he was a little morose and quiet, without a great deal to say’. John Hetherington wrote that, two years after Vasey’s return to Australia, he was quiet, reserved, back in his shell; hardly a trace remained of the dashing young infantry officer who had bubbled with confidence at the end of the war’.2


Although Vasey had been a major in the AIF since September 1917, he was still only a lieutenant in the Permanent Military Force. As an honorary major he continued to wear the rank of a major, but without the pay. He became a substantive captain in March 1923 and was appointed a brevet major. For this promotion he had to undergo the normal testing procedures and his Army personal file contains evidence of what was apparently a crucial test;


 


Lieut. (Hon. Major) G. A. Vasey DSO, Staff Corps, has been tested in RIDING and has attained the necessary standard of proficiency in accordance with para 18 of the Regulations and Syllabus of Examination for Promotion of Officers of the Staff Corps.3


 


Faced by substantial cutbacks in the armed forces and painfully slow promotion, outstanding Duntroon graduates, such as Wootten, who had attended the first postwar staff college at Camberley, Broadbent, who had been given special Japanese language training, and Whitehead, who had commanded a machine-gun company in France, resigned during the 1920s. Even the 41-year-old Second Chief of the General Staff, Brigadier-General Blamey, saw a better future outside the army. That Vasey too was contemplating his future was shown by his night-time study of accountancy; he became an associate of the Institute of Accountants in August 1924. According to Jessie Vasey, her husband took three weeks leave to study for his final accountancy examinations and came third in Australia.4
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Honorary Major G. A. Vasey, DSO, in 1921; although only 26 years of age, he had been a major for four years and was to remain a major for a further sixteen years.





Vasey’s appointments were disappointing, but no different from most of his contemporaries. For two years he was adjutant and quartermaster of the 8th Field Artillery Brigade (militia) while at the same time acting as area officer of the 14th (militia) Battalion in Melbourne. From August 1922 to January he was brigade major of the 4th Division artillery based in Melbourne, while for a year (September 1924 to October 1925) he was also temporary adjutant and quartermaster of the 15th Field Artillery Brigade.


Although Vasey’s military career had stalled, his personal life gained an extra dimension when on 17 May 1921 he married Jessie Mary Halbert at St Matthew’s Anglican Church, Glenroy. Vasey was always highly attractive to women, both for his good looks and his personality; he always made women feel special even when they were somewhat plain. But there was never any doubt about his commitment to Jessie. It was the beginning of a partnership built on love, a zest for life and an appreciation of each other’s strengths and weaknesses.


Jessie was born on 19 October 1897 at Roma in Queensland. Originally from Victoria, her father was a grazier who had lived for some time in Queensland before returning to Victoria in 1911. The family were strongly Presbyterian, but in 1913 Jessie became a boarder at the Methodist Ladies College, Kew. In due course the Halbert family moved to Melbourne, living for some time at Kew, just around the corner from the Vasey family, before later moving to Glenroy. Although Marjorie Vasey was seven years younger than Jessie she was also a student at MLC and they became friends.


Jessie was a striking woman. Not beautiful in the conventional sense, she had brown hair, blue eyes and was taller than average. But what attracted Vasey was her confidence, intelligence and strong personality. After leaving school she had attended Melbourne University, graduating Bachelor of Arts with 1st Class Honours in April 1921, one month before her marriage. When one of Vasey’s friends asked: ‘How are you going to get on married to a blue stocking, George?’ his reply was characteristic: ‘Don’t worry—I’ll soon have the blue stocking off her’. But she never lost her independent spirit.5


Although Vasey and Jessie were married in the local Anglican church, the couple were not strongly religious. While Vasey retained a simple Christian faith, he had little time for what he saw as the petty differences between the denominations. He had been brought up as a Methodist, but he rarely went to church, and from early in his time at Duntroon described his denomination on army documents as Church of England.


With his War Service Loan, Vasey and Jessie bought a house in Barkers Road, Kew, and on 31 January 1925, their first son, George Halbert Vasey, was born. Family responsibilities sharpened Vasey’s appreciation of his future in the army. While few interesting postings were available, he would have been aware that some of his contemporaries were passing him by. Three overseas postings were available to regular officers: the military staff at Australia House in London, or attendance at the staff colleges at either Camberley in England or Quetta in the west of what is now Pakistan. Australia had two vacancies each year at Camberley and one at Quetta, the vacancies being filled by competitive examination. By 1927 eight Duntroon graduates had attended or been selected for Camberley, while three had attended Quetta; one of these, Hopkins, was two classes junior to Vasey. Vasey attacked his studies with determination, qualified in 1927, and was selected to attend the two-year course at Quetta, beginning in January 1928.




[image: Image]


Jessie Halbert in 1921, the year she married George Vasey; unusual for a woman of the era, she had a Bachelor of Arts degree from the University of Melbourne.





Located in the north of Baluchistan, barely 50 km from the Afghanistan border to the west, Quetta sits on an open plain at an altitude of 1600 metres. It is ringed by mountains rising to 3400 metres which are snow-capped in winter, and its temperate climate is well suited to the study required at the Staff College, which was opened in 1907. It was also well located for a college whose students were studying some of the strategic and tactical problems then concerning the British in India in the 1920s. It was away from the main population centres which were already feeling the stirrings of nationalism and communalism, and the exotic, sparsely populated terrain offered limitless possibilities for tactical exercises. Exchanging ideas with British and Indian Army officers who had seen active service both during the First World War and on the North-West Frontier, only a few hundred kilometres to the north, restored Vasey’s enthusiasm for the regular army.


The Vaseys were immediately attracted to military life in India. Jessie entered wholeheartedly into the activities of the college, running a small kindergarten and, unlike other army wives, attending many of the lectures. She shared the staff college problems with her husband and read many of his textbooks.6 It was also during this period that Vasey began to develop some of his more colourful expressions. General Sir Frederick Morgan, who was later the chief of the planning staff for the Normandy landings in 1944, was one year ahead of him at Quetta and saw little of him except socially, but he described ‘a typical episode of those days’.


 


I think it was our first meeting with the Vaseys, rather formal, in their drawing-room. Things were a bit stilted until there came into the room a riot of children and it must have been [the Vaseys’ son George] who electrified the assembly with a fine string of pungent blasphemies. They were bustled out again and old George set about restoring calm by telling us ‘I just can’t imagine where these blasted little devils get hold of all this bloody rude language’, or words to that effect. From that moment he was ‘in’.7
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Major Vasey with his son George, at their house in Quetta in 1928; Vasey attended the staff college at Quetta, in present-day Pakistan, in 1928 and 1929.
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Morning ride: Jessie Vasey (right) with her sister Thelma Halbert, at Quetta in 1928





 


Although Vasey was a popular officer at Quetta, there was no indication that he was destined for a distinguished career. He received a C pass, and his final report noted that he had only adequate attributes for command and was best suited for employment on administrative staff. His professional knowledge was marked as moderate. He was described as alert and energetic, but his character was ‘not strong but with a certain amount of determination’. The report concluded:


 


Has a certain amount of initiative but is inclined to take rather a narrow view. Has decided opinions with a fair power of expression combined with a somewhat jerky delivery. His paper work is variable and he is inclined to concentrate on those subjects which interest him. Has worked hard and benefited by the course.8
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Major G. A. Vasey at Quetta
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A Sunday outing in Hanna Valley, near Quetta





But the value of Quetta cannot be gauged purely in terms of a final report or in military knowledge gained. As Hetherington put it,


 


These two years were a turning-point in Vasey’s life, because at Quetta he rediscovered himself. His personality flowered again, and when he returned to Australia his friends saw, in this slim, tall man, now thirty-five and nearing his physical and mental prime, not a new Vasey but the old wartime Vasey reborn.9


 


By the time Vasey returned to Australia the world was in the grip of the economic depression and some officers were being discharged from the Australian Army. Those remaining were asked to take pay cuts and the compulsory militia was abandoned, being replaced by voluntary militia. Disheartened, Vasey applied, unsuccessfully, for the position of manager of the Royal Melbourne Hospital. Instead, he went to Sydney as brigade major of the 2nd Division artillery. For a while he was also adjutant and quartermaster of the 18th Field Brigade. It was now over twelve years since he had received a similar appointment in Melbourne.
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George Halbert Vasey at Quetta on his donkey, King Billy





A welcome change came in March 1933 when Vasey left the artillery and returned to the infantry as brigade major of the 8th Infantry Brigade at Mosman, in Sydney. Captain Charles Dolan, who was serving in one of the battalions in the brigade, and was later staff captain on the brigade headquarters, observed that Vasey made his mark at once by his ‘terrific drive—not nervy but great vitality—if he disagreed he would say so in his characteristically forceful language’. One occasion that stood out was Vasey’s initiative when there was a delay in moving horses on to a train on the way to an exercise. ‘Don’t be afraid’, said Vasey to some young soldiers, ‘give me your hands’. With hands joined, Vasey and the soldiers ushered the horses on to the train, and then with brisk orders he quickly got it moving.10


Vasey’s first commander in the 8th Brigade was Colonel E. C. Norrie, who had commanded a battalion in France in 1917, and in May 1934 he was succeeded by Colonel C. A. Callaghan, who had earlier commanded the 2nd Division artillery when Vasey had been its brigade major. Callaghan was later to command the 8th Division artillery in the Malayan campaign. Twice during 1933 Vasey and a few other regular officers joined ships of the Australian squadron for exercises at Jervis Bay to lecture on army tactics and training. As brigade major Vasey’s tasks included the preparation and running of Tactical Exercises Without Troops, and one of the young officers taught by him was Captain F. O. Chilton, who was later to serve under him as a brigadier.


Vasey’s energetic approach to training was noted, and when in mid-1934 the Chief of the General Staff obtained the government’s approval to reinstate an exchange programme with the Indian Army, he was selected as the first exchange officer. Consequently, on 11 September 1934 Major Vasey, his wife Jessie and their two-year-old son Robert Alan sailed from Melbourne for Bombay on RMS Strathnaver. Their nine-year-old son George remained at Wesley College in Melbourne. It was a keenly anticipated voyage as the Vaseys had enjoyed their previous spell in India and the exchange posting offered the advantage of working with a full-strength regular army, rather than the part-time militia in Australia. But the posting was also to cause some financial hardship, ameliorated only by his promotion to substantive major on 1 March 1935. The Vaseys had earlier sold their house at Kew, and to help with expenses in India Jessie sold some period furniture that had been a wedding gift from her father. Despite the expense, the Vaseys were keen to live in an appropriate style, and they brought a nanny, Kitty Peek, from Australia to look after Robert.


On 1 October 1934 Vasey began work as brigade major of the 8th Infantry Brigade, based at Bareilly, 220 km east of Delhi. The brigade, which usually comprised three Indian battalions and a British battalion, was completing a deployment on internal security duties in Bengal, where there had been widespread terrorist acts against Europeans and officials. As Vasey described it, ‘It was a most unpleasant task among the heat and ricefields’.11


Two weeks after his arrival the brigade was withdrawn to begin a period of collective training near Delhi as part of the Eastern Command manoeuvres. Shortly before the manoeuvres the brigade commander became sick and was relieved by one of the battalion commanders until a new brigade commander was appointed three months later. The main burden for the movement and deployment of the brigade therefore fell on Vasey. The commander of the Meerut District reported to the GOC Eastern Command: ‘The Task would have been difficult enough for an officer with Indian experience, and it redounds greatly to the credit of the personality and efficiency of Major Vasey that such satisfactory results have been achieved’. On his return to Bareilly Vasey was involved in the revision of the brigade plans for mobilization and internal security, in writing instructions for individual training, and in preparing for the collective training planned for later in the year. Vasey made a lasting impression on his brigade commander, who maintained a friendly correspondence in later years.12


Throughout their first year in India both Vasey and Jessie corresponded with their son George in Melbourne. Vasey wrote more frequently, but Jessie’s letters provide a description of her husband’s activities. On 31 January 1935 she wrote: ‘Here we are in Delhi for the great manoeuvres and Review. The war part in which they pretended to fight one another is now over and Daddy’s brigade did the best of all. It defeated all the enemies for us and got right into their headquarters’. A month or so later she wrote: ‘Daddy is still a very busy man. He’s getting a lot of examinations ready for other officers. Poor things. They’re always doing exams; just as bad as schooldays, but teachers and people like Daddy who have to correct them have the worst time really’.13


Soon afterwards, Vasey wrote to describe an expedition to the Himalayas, where he and Jessie climbed some smaller mountains. By the end of June they could stand it no longer and arranged for George to join them in September, for the beginning of the Indian school year. The Vaseys were a very happy family and the relationship between parents and children was liberal and relaxed. There were only a few rules of behaviour and the boys were given considerable freedom to choose their activities and even, in some circumstances, their school. For example, George was given the choice of boarding at Wesley College or living with relatives in Melbourne.


At Bareilly the main focus of operational planning was internal security, but when after eighteen months Vasey was appointed GS02 on the headquarters of the 1st Indian Division, which doubled as headquarters Rawalpindi District, his attention was redirected towards maintaining peace and order along the North-West Frontier. In 1933, after a decade of comparative peace, unrest had broken out among the Mohmand tribesmen north of the Khyber Pass, requiring small military campaigns throughout the following years. Two of the key brigades in the operations were commanded by Brigadiers Harold Alexander and Claude Auchinleck, both later to be field marshals. The campaigns usually resulted in few casualties, but in late September 1935 the 5/12th Frontier Force Regiment was ambushed and three officers and 32 other ranks were killed. In April 1936 Auchinleck was succeeded by Brigadier Richard O’Connor, who was later to command the successful Libyan Campaign in 1941.
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Major Vasey with his sons Robert and George at Bareilly, India, in 1935; during his second posting to India Vasey spent eighteen months as a brigade major at Bareilly and a further year as GS02 Rawalpindi District.
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Major Vasey near Headquarters Rawalpindi District, India, in 1936; while he was there the British Indian Army conducted minor operations on the North West Frontier.





Soon after Vasey arrived there was some trouble in Waziristan, south-west of Rawalpindi, but by November 1936 this was thought to have been resolved, and to ‘show the flag’ it was decided to deploy two columns into the area. Both columns encountered opposition, and by the following day had lost three officers, with 40 other ranks killed and 120 wounded. Vasey wrote later that the ‘news of the affair was like an electric shock to everybody’.


 


The news reached Rawalpindi that evening and at first it was mere rumour. I know that at 3.30 a.m. next morning when I met my District Commander to go to see some training he knew very little of it except that the Army Commander had cancelled his visit . . . When we returned to Rawalpindi that evening there was much excitement and more rumours. By next day however things cleared up. The two columns were both to return to Mir Ali and the avenging force was to be organized by calling on units of Rawalpindi District.14


 


A brigade from Rawalpindi was sent immediately, and Vasey noted that, embarrassingly, one of its battalions arrived with drill-purpose machine-guns. On 4 March 1937 Headquarters 1st Division, with a brigade of artillery and another infantry brigade, began arriving, and the whole of the division was engaged during the last week of April.15 By this time, however, Vasey was on his return voyage to Australia, his exchange posting having finished on 28 March.


It was the closest an Australian officer could come to active service in the 1930s, but apparently Vasey was not greatly impressed with the ability of some of the British commanders involved in the episode. Some idea of his views can be gleaned from a letter written by Colonel H. D. Wynter, then Director of Military Training at Army Headquarters in Melbourne, in response to a letter from Vasey.


 


I was most interested to hear your views on the capacity of some commanders. I have long suspected that the situation might be as you discovered. However, we all know, as you suggest, that there are many good men in the British Army and IA [Indian Army]. One feels nevertheless that the general standard should be higher. The solution I think is ‘more work’ or perhaps ‘more properly directed work’.16


 


After a year on the North-West Frontier Vasey returned to Australia as GS02 (Training) at Army Headquarters, Melbourne, and on 12 May 1937 was promoted to brevet lieutenant-colonel. He became GSOl (Training) on 1 December 1938, but was not promoted to substantive lieutenant-colonel until 2 November 1939, two months after the outbreak of the Second World War. From the time of his promotion to major in September 1917 until his staff appointment in Army Headquarters in May 1937 Vasey had spent almost eighteen years as a brigade major, or similar posting. The only break was the two-year course at Quetta.


The manifest unfairness of this arrangement is revealed when Vasey’s career is compared with that of K. W. Eather, who was commissioned as a lieutenant in the 53rd Infantry Battalion (Sydney militia) on 31 March 1923 at the age of 21 and on 1 July 1935 reached the rank of lieutenant-colonel, commanding the 56th Battalion. Another comparison, relevant because he later was in competition with Vasey for promotion to a corps command, was S. G. Savige. Joining the 1st AIF as a soldier, Savige was a captain at the end of the First World War but by June 1935 was in command of the 10th Infantry Brigade. A. H. Ramsay’s career also provides an interesting comparison. A Melbourne schoolteacher, he was the same age as Vasey and served as a gunner in the First World War. Commissioned in 1919, he was a lieutenant-colonel by 1930 and commander of the 4th Division artillery by August 1939.


In 1927 the Inspector General, General Sir Harry Chauvel, had reported to the government that ‘disparity of opportunity and stagnation in promotion, with retention in subordinate positions, cannot lead to the maintenance of the active, virile and efficient staff that the service demands’.17 Officers like Vasey continued to serve for a number of reasons. Most could not find another job during the depression of the early 1930s. Some still enjoyed soldiering even if it was as a staff officer in a militia formation. A few, like Vasey, had the added incentive of service overseas. But the motive of patriotism cannot be overlooked. By the mid-1930s it was clear to many that another war was likely, and their training and experience would be vital for the expansion of the army. Towards the end of his time in India a senior British officer asked Vasey why he did not transfer to the British Army. ‘No’, he said. ‘If there’s a war coming I daresay there’ll be a job for me to do back home.’18


Yet even with the threat of war it was not certain that Staff Corps officers would receive the commands for which they had been preparing. Senior militia officers like Major-General H. G. Bennett and Brigadier S. G. Savige had other ideas. For example, on 28 November 1937 Bennett wrote in the Sydney Sun: ‘Experience has proven that citizen officers can handle our citizen army more efficiently than permanent officers. Our permanent officers are trained as staff officers and not as active soldiers’.19 Such comments were discouraging to the regular officers, and made men like Vasey and his regular contemporaries determined to seize every opportunity which might be offered to show their ability.


Vasey’s posting at Army Headquarters brought him to the centre of Australian defence planning at a time of increasing urgency and activity. With the advance of the Japanese in China, Italy’s seizure of Abyssinia and Hitler’s marches into Austria and Czechoslovakia the Australian government was spending more money on defence, and in 1938 announced the doubling of the militia. It was Vasey’s task to co-ordinate the training policy for this expanding force. His job also brought him into contact with the newly appointed chairman of the Manpower Committee and Controller-General of Recruiting, Major-General Sir Thomas Blamey. It was the start of a relationship which was to have a profound effect on Vasey’s career.


Also in 1938 the government appointed a British officer, Major-General E. K. Squires, as Inspector-General, and his principal assistant was Lieutenant-Colonel Sydney Rowell. In his first year at Duntroon Vasey had been a next-door neighbour to Rowell, and this period at Army Headquarters revived their friendship. Vasey was able to establish sound working relationships with a number of other officers who were to hold senior positions during the Second World War. These included the Chief of the General Staff, Major-General John Lavarack, the Director of Staff Duties, Colonel Vernon Sturdee, and the Director of Military Operations and Intelligence, Colonel John Northcott. His immediate superior was the Director of Military Training, Colonel Pegus Plant. Staff officers of equivalent rank to Vasey at Army Headquarters included Leslie Beavis, Bertrand Combes, and E. J. (Teddy) Milford. Prominent majors were Charles (Gaffer) Lloyd and Ronald Hopkins.


While the posting at Army Headquarters provided Vasey with valuable contacts for his future career, it also brought much-needed family stability. The Vaseys bought a white weatherboard cottage on Mountain Highway at Wantirna, beyond the eastern outskirts of Melbourne and in sight of the Dandenong Ranges. It was probably all they could afford. The house was without sewerage and electricity; they had to use kerosene lamps, a kerosene refrigerator, wood stove and wood chip heater. From here Vasey travelled each day by bus to Victoria Barracks in Melbourne and at weekends retreated to the garden which he and Jessie were creating on their 5.65 hectare property. It was their intention eventually to retire there and they had long-term plans for the development of their home, which they named ‘Tiltargara’.20


But despite these future plans, with the outbreak of war in September 1939 there was never any doubt that Vasey would seize any opportunity to use his training and experience. Whatever the views of the senior militia officers might be, Vasey believed that he was well qualified for command, and he had both a burning desire to prove that regular officers could succeed in command, and a conviction that if Australia were to have a worthwhile regular army its officers had to reap some reward from their years of preparation. Opportunity came soon when on 15 September 1939 the government announced that a division would be formed for overseas service. The outcome, however, confirmed the Staff Corps’ worst fears, for the Prime Minister, R. G. Menzies, declared that the commands in the division would go to militiamen. The official historian Gavin Long wrote that Menzies’ statement had the effect of making ‘the corps more firmly resolved than ever to defend its interests—in fact to make it to a greater degree a compact and defensive group within the army as a whole’.21


Blamey, who had been a militia officer since 1926, was appointed GOC of the new division, the 6th Division, Second Australian Imperial Force, and his four brigadiers, A. S. Allen, E. F. Herring, L. J. Morshead and S. G. Savige, were all militia officers with First World War experience. Not only were all the battalion commanders militiamen, but also the commanders of the technical services—the divisional engineers, signals and service corps.


None the less, as expected, the senior staff appointments on the divisional headquarters went to the Staff Corps, and Lieutenant-Colonel Rowell was promoted to colonel to become the chief operational staff officer (GSOl). A graduate of the first class at Duntroon, he had been invalided home from Gallipoli but had subsequently attended both Camberley and the Imperial Defence College in London. Vasey, like Rowell, also had long experience of operational staff appointments, but was some years junior to him.


The other senior appointment was that of the chief administrative staff officer (Assistant Adjutant and Quartermaster General). According to Milford, who was then Director of Artillery at Army Headquarters, ‘it came as something of a shock and disappointment’ for Vasey when he was offered the post. But ‘others had been offered jobs which they had declined or avoided whereas Vasey seized the Q position with both hands. He was not going to be left out and would take any job to get away’. Hetherington recorded that another Staff Corps officer was offered the post and rejected it as ‘unworthy of his experience and talents’.22


Thus on 13 October 1939 Rowell and Vasey took up their new appointments in rented accommodation in St Kilda Road, Melbourne, and started the task of recruiting, training and equipping the 6th Division for overseas service. It was not until 29 November that Menzies announced that an expeditionary force would actually be sent, and by then the British government was sending shipping to Australia to transport the first contingent to the Middle East. There was no time to waste and an advance party had to be despatched. The obvious man to prepare the way for the 6th Division was Colonel George Vasey. For the next five years he was to devote his full energy to his wartime tasks. Through his letters to Jessie during the years of their separation we gain a unique insight into his thoughts, and are able to share with him the fruits of 25 years of training and preparation.
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‘How terrible is this leaving’


The Advance Party, December 1939–February 1940


On Friday 15 December 1939 the advance party of the Second AIF sailed from Port Melbourne on RMS Strathallan for Palestine. Its task was to reconnoitre a training area, arrange administrative matters and prepare for the rest of the force. The party consisted of those who were to form part of the Overseas Base and the advance party of the 6th Australian Division. Brigadier Basil Morris DSO, a regular officer who had served with the siege artillery on the Western Front in the First World War, was to command both the Overseas Base and the overall advance party. He had been promoted to brigadier that day. Colonel Vasey, the AA&QMG of the 6th Division, headed the division’s advance party, and was assisted by the GS02, Major Ronald Irving, a regular officer who had graduated from Duntroon in 1919. Another key officer was Colonel Clive Disher, the senior medical officer of the Overseas Base. He was later appointed Assistant Director of Medical Services of the 6th Division. The advance party totalled about 50 officers and 60 other ranks. Also on board was a similar party from New Zealand. The morning after their departure Vasey wrote his first letter to Jessie.


 


P & O STRATHALLAN
Saturday Morning


My dearest,


I have sat with the pen in my hand for several minutes wondering how and when to commence—the upheaval of the last 24 hours has put me out of my stride, and my mind continually goes back to the picture of a brave girl with her two boys waving goodbye to me—God how terrible is this leaving all I love. Excuse me this outburst sweetheart—I don’t want to worry and harrow you—I won’t do much more of it; but I woke at 6 this morning as usual and have been miserable ever since. It is now only a few minutes after eight and I am still waiting for breakfast which, as usual, is not till 8.30, I have been walking round the deck and think I will continue it and come back later to tell of what has happened so far. The best news is we shall be in Adelaide this evening and I shall be able to speak to you . . .
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Colonel G. A. Vasey being farewelled by Jessie and Major-General Sir Thomas Blamey, on board RMS Strathallan, 15 December 1939, the day the advance party of the 2nd AIF sailed for the Middle East





We made a very fast trip down the bay and dropped the pilot shortly after 3.30. It was then time for tea and not until after that did I unpack anything. Boat drill was at 5 p.m. after which I went down and had a talk with Morris. He, obviously, intends to do nothing at all on the ship and is leaving it to [Lieutenant-Colonel E. O.] Milne his AQ, a militia man. Unsatisfactory except that I am telling Milne what to do. Had a conference with him and Ron and the Chief Officer, Staff Commander and Purser before dinner last night. All the troops remain as passengers until after Adelaide and as we leave there on Sunday we shall do nothing till Monday. Morris has some instructions; but I have not yet seen them. The more I see of this show the more concerned am I about how we will get on at our destination.


In addition to the bottle of whisky Doris [Jessie’s sister] gave me she also included a quart of gin. Ron, Morris and I sampled it before dinner last night. The blackout business has spoiled the ship at night. Ron and I did walk outside for a while and found it difficult to get in again! . . .
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This well-known photograph actually shows Jessie Vasey (second from left), her two sisters, Thelma Halbert (left) and Doris Sleigh (second from right), and Vasey’s sister Marjorie (right) waving goodbye to RMS Strathallan leaving Melbourne on 15 December 1939.





I used the ‘housewife’ yesterday to sew on the missing button from my old jacket. I wasn’t too good at threading the needle! I’ve seen Abbott, my slave, but don’t propose to use him until near our destination (still unknown) when he can pack and learn his way round.


I understand we go direct to Bombay from Adelaide so it will be some time before you hear again. If I can—or as soon as I can I shall cable.


I wonder what Edgar [their gardener at Tiltargara] is doing today and hope it is a fine day so that you can busy yourself in that lovely garden of ours and of your making. The sweetpeas in the cabin are still lovely.


What a lot I would like to ask you and how much I hope you will tell me of yourself, the boys, the horses, the dogs, the cats, in fact all connected with Tiltargara. What an appropriate name in view of recent events.


Goodbye and God bless you Sweetheart
Alan


 


25 December 1939


How strange to be here on this day—the first away from home—no, I was away on Xmas day 1929 on my way to Lahore . . . Had a church parade at 10.45 after which Ron and I organized a hamper party in my cabin. At this three of us opened our Comfort Hampers and drank the last of Syd Rowell’s gin. Then all the officers went aft where we had a drink with the NCOs. Morris spoke well to them . . .
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