General Sir Cyril Brudenell Bingham WHITE KCB, KCMG, KCVO, DSO
[1876 – 1940]

General Sir Cyril Brudenell Bingham White, KCB KCMG, KCVO, DSO.
(source: Australian War Memorial)

‘Maker of the AIF’
General White is a Notable Member of the United Service Club.
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Cyril Brudenell Bingham White (1876-1940) was born in Victoria, seventh child of a stock agent and
retired army officer, John Warren White, and his wife Maria, both Dublin born. The family moved to
Queensland in 1881 and lived on pastoral stations in the Gympie, Charters Towers and Gladstone
areas before settling at Clayfield, Brisbane. Although John was unsuccessful as a pastoralist, in
1885 he became president of the Brisbane Stock Exchange. Brudenell was educated at Brisbane
Central Boys' School and for one year at Eton Preparatory School, Nundah.
He had wanted to be a barrister, like his grandfather, but at the age of 16 took a job as a bank clerk
and studied in his spare time. While based at Gympie, he became friends with Bill Glasgow1, a
militia officer who worked in a rival bank in Gympie. Through this connection, and with the
assistance of Captain CB Steele, White was provisionally commissioned in the 2nd Queensland
(Wide Bay and Burnett) Regiment on 7 October 1896.

Lieutenant White as a young officer c1896.

White transferred to the permanent forces and on 7 June 1899 he was commissioned in the
Queensland Regiment of the Royal Australian Artillery. He was stationed at Thursday Island in
1900-01 before returning to be based in Victoria Barracks in Brisbane and continued to serve in the
Australian Military Forces.

The Main Guard at Victoria Barracks Brisbane, 9 February 1897. The Barracks were the
HQ of A Battery, Queensland Permanent Artillery, with detachments at Fort Lytton,
Kissing Point Townsville and Thursday Island.

1

Later General The Honourable Sir Thomas William Glasgow, another Notable Member of the United Service Club
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Late in the Boer War, he embarked (on 18 February 1902) for service in South Africa with the 1st
Battalion, Australian Commonwealth Horse. The unit engaged in minor operations in the western
Transvaal and Bechuanaland, but hostilities ended in June. White wrote: 'I would have liked to see
a little fighting'.
In January 1904 he was detached from his duties with the artillery in Victoria and appointed aide-decamp to Major General Sir Edward Hutton, general officer commanding the Australian Military
Forces. His one-year association with Hutton, during which the two formed a lasting friendship,
marked the beginning of White's formative years as a staff officer.

Captain White as ADC, November 1904

Promoted temporary Captain, he travelled extensively with General Hutton and learned much about
the state and organisation of the infant Australian Army.

White married Ethel Davidson on 15 November 1905 at Christ Church, South Yarra,
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In 1906 he became the first Australian officer to attend the British Army Staff College, at Camberley,
England. He began the course with relatively little regimental experience and limited active service,
but he graduated well up in his class-list. This was testimony to his ability and capacity for hard
work, traits which increasingly brought him to the notice of his superiors. Returning to Australia, he
was promoted Captain and in March 1908 joined the staff of the Chief of Intelligence, Colonel (Sir)
William Bridges, who shared many of his views.
By the end of the year White was again in Britain, serving on exchange at the War Office as a
general staff officer, 3rd grade (GSO3). His attachment to the War Office gave him experience in
handling large forces and developed his skills in planning and administration. It also introduced him
to officers with whom he would later work and deepened his 'commitment to the British Empire'. He
favoured bringing Australian forces under the British Army Act in time of war, and opposed the
creation of an Australian navy.
The need for trained officers in Australia led to his recall and to his appointment on 1 January 1912
as Director of Military Operations at Army Headquarters, Melbourne. He had been promoted Major
the previous year.
In his new post he was responsible for developing strategic policy and administering the military
system recently formulated by Legge and Lord Kitchener. White maintained and updated Bridges’
mobilisation plans for home defence and supported the concept of a citizen force. As the Great War
loomed in August 1914 he was acting Chief of the General Staff, and was able to endorse (as a
result of his earlier planning preparing specifications for raising, equipping, training and dispatching
the Australian portion of a joint force with New Zealand) the government's offer to the United
Kingdom of a force of 20,000 men to proceed overseas at short notice in the event of war.
White was appointed as Major General Bridge’s chief of staff in the Australian Imperial Force (AIF)
in August 1914. 2
By December the first contingent of the AIF was training in Egypt. With Bridges, White planned the
landing of the 1st Australian Division on the Gallipoli peninsular. He helped to pull together the
disorganised threads of command and communications in the immediate aftermath of the landing
and was 'the perfect complement to Bridges’. In June 1915 White was awarded the Distinguished
Service Order for his exceptional efforts as a staff officer.
Although Bridges was killed in May, White continued in this role until promoted to Brigadier-General
on 1 October and appointed BGGS (Brigadier General, General Staff) at Australian and New
Zealand Army Corps, with Lieutenant-General Sir William Birdwood who took permanent command
of the AIF. This began his long partnership with Birdwood, one that would last until the end of the
war in 1918.

White at Gallipoli: Left: With Colonel Howse (later VC). Right in his dug-out, May 1918
The AIF was raised from volunteers to serve abroad as the Defence Act prevented militia forces or others who had not
specifically volunteered for overseas actions to serve outside Australia.
2
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White planned and supervised the evacuation of Anzac, the most successful operation of the
campaign; the withdrawal was accomplished without incident or casualties.
In Egypt he had the principal role in implementing the expansion of the AIF to four divisions. One of
the new divisional commands might have gone to him, but Birdwood chose to maintain continuity in
the force's administration. He went to France as BGGS I Anzac Corps.
His authority over the AIF on the Western Front was pervasive. It was generally recognised that he
was responsible for the detail of running the corps, while Birdwood exercised command through
regular and direct contact with the men.3
Although concern had already been expressed that he was 'being kept back on account of his
usefulness as a staff officer', Cyril was promoted temporary major general on 1 January 1917 and
continued as Birdwood's chief of staff.
General Birdwood was selected as the GOC of the British Fifth Army and on 1 June 1918 White
went with Birdwood to Fifth Army as Major General, General Staff (MGGS) Fifth Army, and had little
further involvement in operations.
He was appointed KCMG on 1 January 1919. For his services after Gallipoli, he received five foreign
decorations, was appointed aide-de-camp to King George V and mentioned in dispatches five times.
During his time on the Western Front, White encouraged others to refer to him by his second
Christian name, Brudenall, rather than his first name of Cyril.

General Sir Cyril Brudenell Bingham White, KCB KCMG KCVO DSO

He subsequently served as Chief of the General Staff over the period 1920-1923. Becoming Chief of
the General Staff on 1 June 1920, he faced savage cuts in defence spending.
Retiring as CGS in June 1923, White was appointed chairman of the newly constituted
Commonwealth Public Service Board.
Placed on the retired list in the rank of honorary Lieutenant-General in August 1939, White was
recalled to be CGS on 15 March 1940 - even though at 63 years of age he believed himself to be
out of date. His second term as CGS was too short to affect the course of Australia's effort in World
War II.

Notwithstanding Birdwood’s close relationship with 'his' Australians, Birdwood's administration and organization were
weak, and his tactical acumen suspect. White more than compensated for these shortcomings.
3
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He was tragically killed in an aircraft accident near Canberra on 13 August 1940 after a flight on an
RAAF Hudson bomber from Melbourne. Also killed in the accident were Brigadier G A Street MC
(Minster for the Army and Repatriation); J V Fairbairn (Minister for Air and Civil Aviation); Sir Henry
Gullett (Minister for Scientific and Industrial Research); and six others.

Extract of the report in the ‘Telegraph’ on 14 August 1940.

White's greatest achievement had been in the previous conflict: one of the founders of the AIF, he
had become its 'tactical and administrative commander in all but name'. A consummate chief of
staff, his distinction in the role had denied him senior command and the public recognition that went
with it.
Nevertheless, Bean described him as the greatest man he ever knew, and his judgement was
shared by many. An extract of an article written by Bean for the RASSAILA magazine “Reveille” is
overleaf.
White is known to have been a member of the Club from 1926 to 1940 when he was living in
Melbourne, but he was very probably also a member when he was a young regular officer serving in
Brisbane early in the first decade of the 20th century.
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Extract of the RSSAILA’s magazine ”Reveille” 31 March 1931. Article written by Charles Bean.
Sources included:
•
Australian Dictionary of Biography, Volume 11, (MUP), 1988
•
Various web pages, eg http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/white-sir-cyril-brudenell-1032 ,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brudenell_White , https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/P10676756 ,
https://anzaccentenary.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/General-Sir-Brudenell-White-By-Mark-Derham.pdf
•

•

United Service Club, Queensland: The First Century, 1892-1992 by Flight Lieutenant Murray Adams and Lieutenant Colonel
Peter Charlton

Club Meeting Minutes, Annual Reports and sundry documents
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