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Timothée Vasse is a mysterious figure in Australian history because of the 
uncertainties associated with his disappearance from Nicolas Baudin’s 
expedition on the Western Australian coast in June 1801. Little was known 
of his early life until the publication of Alain Serieyx, Wonnerup: The Sacred 
Dune, in 2001. Serieyx, a Vasse family descendant who lives in Draguignan 
(Var) in France, believes that Vasse survived. Although I am not convinced, 
what is known from French and Australian sources deserves to be summarised.

 Timothée Armand Thomas Joseph Ambroise Vasse was born in 
Dieppe, on 27 February 1774, the eldest son of Nicolas Vasse and his wife 
Ulrique (née Morel). His early childhood was spent in the rue des Bons Enfants 
in Rouen, while his father served as a ‘procureur du roi’ at the Rouen court; and 
then in the rue de Seine in the capital, after his father was appointed a deputy 
prosecutor at the Parlement de Paris. At the age of eleven, Vasse was cared 
for by his grandmother in Dieppe and then sent to the Collège Saint-Jean in 
Rouen, before being tutored by a maternal uncle.  

 In 1792 he apparently enlisted as a volunteer in the 2nd bataillon du 
Louvre. A petition written by his father, while imprisoned during the Terror, 
indicates that Vasse served in the Pyrenees. It would seem he was badly wounded 
at Saint Jean Pied de Port on the Spanish border and, after convalescence in 
Pau, was discharged from the army almost a year later. In 1797 his father’s 
influence under the Directory as a member of the Conseil des Cinq Cents 
gained him an administrative post in the Ministry of Finance. This he quit for 
a post in the War Ministry, but in the summer of 1800 he disappeared without 
warning.  

 Family members believed he had volunteered for General Leclerc’s 
expedition to Saint Domingue, but in fact he joined Nicolas Baudin’s expedition 
as an assistant helmsman 2nd class on the Naturaliste under Hamelin. Vasse 
arrived at Port Nord-Ouest at the Isle de France on 16 March 1801. Hamelin 
initially planned to leave him at the colony because of misbehaviour, but 
changed his mind in the wake of numerous desertions from the expedition. 
Vasse departed the Isle de France with the Naturaliste on the morning of 25 
April 1801. 
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 On 30 May 1801, the expedition made its first important geographical 
discovery: Geographe Bay on the coast of Western Australia. A number 
of landings were made, but on 5 June the chaloupe of the Géographe was 
swamped and embayed at the mouth of the Wonnerup Inlet. Baudin ordered the 
abandonment of the chaloupe and the evacuation of the stranded shore party.  

 On 8 June, Vasse joined Lieutenant Milius in a boat from the Naturaliste 
in an attempt to recover some of the equipment left on the beach. Their boat 
overturned and stranded them. Milius and the boat were ultimately rescued, 
thanks to the efforts of a brave sailor on another boat who swam ashore with a 
rope, but Vasse (who although a strong swimmer had apparently been drinking) 
could not hold on and disappeared in the waves.  

 Between 1804 and 1807 a rumour began to circulate in Paris that 
Vasse had survived. François Péron discounted this in his official account of 
the expedition; however, on 19 April 1838 George Fletcher Moore (an early 
Irish settler in the Swan River colony) visited Wonnerup and wrote a letter 
to the Perth Gazette which was published on 5 May. In it he dismissed as 
‘improbable’ reports that Vasse had remained ‘two or three years’ with the 
natives before being rescued by an American vessel and then being taken 
prisoner to England by a British cruiser. Nevertheless, Moore did not dismiss 
Aboriginal testimony that Vasse had survived, was cared for by the Aborigines 
but died sometime later ‘near Toby’s Inlet at the south-eastern extremity of 
Geographe Bay’. Hamelin regretted Vasse’s loss and described him as a ‘good 
sailor’. In Freycinet’s Atlas the Wonnerup inlet bears the name Vasse River. To 
this day this name has survived for one of the rivers which flows into the inlet.

Australian Catholic University / The University of Sydney

References

Baudin, Nicolas, 1974, The Journal of post Captain Nicolas Baudin, Commander-
in-Chief of the Corvettes Geographe and Naturaliste, Assigned by order of the 
Government to a voyage of Discovery, translated from the French by Christine 
Cornell, Adelaide, Libraries Board of South Australia.

Duyker, E., 2006, François Péron: An Impetuous Life: Naturalist and Voyager, 
Melbourne, Miegunyah/MUP.



 41timothée vasse: a biograPhical note

Horner, Frank, 1987, The French Reconnaissance: Baudin in Australia 1801–1803, 
Melbourne, Melbourne University Press. 

Péron, F., 1807, Voyage de découverte aux terres australes, exécuté par ordre de sa 
Majesté, l’Empereur et Roi, sur les corvettes le Géographe, le Naturaliste et la 
Goëlette le Casuarina, pendant les années 1800, 1801, 1802, 1803 et 1804, Tome 
I, Chap. VI,  Paris, L’Imprimerie Impériale.

Serieyx, Alain, 2001, Wonnerup: The Sacred Dune, Perth, Abrolhos Publishing.
Papers in the possession of M. Alain Serieyx, Draguignan, France.


