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Royal Australian Survey Corps Association

                ACT Newsletter

Issue Note – Faces of the Corps
By Rob McHenry 

Just a short reminder about the project to produce a "Faces of the Corps" presentation. The 
idea is to get a photo of as many Corps members as possible. Check out your Corps people 
photos and send them to John Mobbs for collation.  There is a lot of work required to identify 
many of the people in the photos and try to sort them into a presentation so it would be 
helpful if images could be provided sooner rather than later.  John Mobbs contact details are:  
email: jdmhome@iinet.net.au  Ph:  02 4471 1322, Mob:  0404 820 776 

Correction:  The ANZAC day photo in the previous newsletter identifies Patrick Justin.  Kevin 
Kennedy advises that the correct name is Patrick Austine.  Apologies for the error.
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100 Years Ago 

The following article from The Argus (Melbourne, Vic. : 1848 – 1957) dated Friday 3 July 1914,  
was provided by Peter Jensen who found it at the National Library of Australia. 

MILITARY MAPS
AUSTRALIA PLANNED IN SQUARES

If arrangements mature as expected, the military authorities will shortly have at their disposal 
a series of small maps of Australia which will cover every accessible area of strategic country.  
The maps are to be made in sections, but they will be drawn to a scale that will enable the 
whole of them to be pieced together into a well-ordered whole, each separate section of 
country being fitted into its place like a block in a mosaic.  The Minister for Defence (Senator 
Millen) has approved of the scheme being launched.

The survey section of the Defence department was only recently formed, under the supervision
of the chief of the general staff (Brigadier General Gordon), and 2,000 square miles of 
Victorian country, with Werribee as a base, has already been marked out for first attention.  It 
is estimated that once this area has been properly looked over, a one-degree square of latitude
and longitude (or about 4,000 square miles) per annum will be mapped out.  Each of these will 
comprise eight contoured sheets, measuring 34in by 17in on the one-inch scale.  The  maps are 
to be contoured at 50ft vertical interval, showing all necessary detail, and they will be 
reproduced in four or five colours by  modern processes of lithography.  Each sheet will contain 
30 minutes of latitude, or roughly will represent 500 square miles of territory.

The Minister for Defence has recognised the importance of having accurate maps of all 
potential manoeuvre areas prepared in times of peace, so that there should be no uncertainty 
in a war emergency.  Disasters were caused in South Africa and on other campaigns through 
lack of accurate knowledge, but if time permits, and enthusiasm lasts, there will be no excuse 
for defeat on this score if the clash of battle should ever unfortunately come to the 
Commonwealth.  Aviation promises to be an important factor in future conflicts, but it will not 
obviate the necessity for the dusty “foot-slogging” marches of the main fighting units, and a 
knowledge of where they are going and of the country on each side is to these the first 
essential for safety.

The only information for defence purposes is at present based on land plans and parish 
sketches, which lack detail, and only approximately show geographical positions.  It is stated 
that in Canada the Defence department spent thousands of pounds in attempting to carry out 
topographical surveys with the help of these same land plans, but the results were so 
unsatisfactory that the whole of the maps were destroyed, and a fresh start was made with a 
triangular framework.  Australia will profit by the Dominion's expensive experience.

Most of the Australian States have an accurate geodetic triangulation, but very little use has 
been made of these, the work having in most cases stopped, it is stated, 30 or 40 years ago.  
The military authorities appreciate the importance of restoring the original points of these old 
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triangulations, with a view to supplementing them with further topographical triangulation, 
thus securing an absolutely accurate control for all maps subsequently issued.

In preparing for the work, Brigadier General Gordon and his chief lieutenant (Major C.B. White)
recognised the need for securing the services of skilled officers for this class of work, which 
demands specialised knowledge of the highest order both as regards surveying methods and 
calculations.  The section as reorganised has been placed under the control of Lieutenant C.V. 
Quinlan. F.R.G.S., an Australian officer who has had considerable experience both at home and 
abroad.  He was associated with a triangulation and topographical survey of the Nile valley, 
from Wady Halfa to Dunghla, in the Egyptian Sudan, and he was subsequently engaged on a 
triangulation of the Abyssinian frontier, where a connection was made (on exactly the same 
principle as is to be observed here), with work which had been carried out previously by 
Colonel Gwyane, of the Royal Engineers.

WW2 Survey Unit ROs

Peter Jensen has noted that World War II Survey unit Routine Orders Part 2 which were being 
prepared by CARO in 2010 for National Archives are now catalogued at www.naa.gov.au being 
stored in Melbourne. Peter believes that the complete set is not yet recorded. They have not 
yet been examined for 'open' release but this probably would not happen until someone called 
for the records.  Peter browsed the records at CARO while preparing the nominal roll, but has 
not looked in depth at all of the personnel transactions to check names.

Cape York from Coen to Bamaga

The following was produced by Darryl Parker and provides words and more photos to those 
provided by Don Swiney for the same operation in Newsletter Issues 2, 3 and 4/12 of May, 
August and November 2012 respectively.  I have altered the formatting to fit and split the story

over two editions.

From Darryl Parker

Two Hercules transport planes appeared
out of the sky, circled around and 
landed on the strip at Coen. This was 
the end of a non-stop flight from 
Laverton in Victoria and the start of a 
four month long field trip to connect 
the control network of mainland 
Australia with mainland Papua New 
Guinea and I was part of it. This field 
trip was the last I would make with the 
Army and included all the elements of 
the vision given me when I joined the 
Royal Australian Survey Corps in Perth 
on 5 February 1959. 

http://www.naa.gov.au/
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Deciding that a life on the farm was not for me and desirous of something else and not sure 
what, mother and I travelled to Perth to follow up some leads given by Jack Moore. He was a 
resident of Denmark for many years and headmaster of the Denmark Agricultural Junior High 
School. The idea was that because of my interest in Aussie rules football, there could be a 
chance of playing for West Perth, not in the higher grades of course but at the bottom level. 

This option did not pan out too well as the only work that I could be offered to keep me alive 
was that of a junior office boy, shuffling files, making tea and the like. This was not for me also
and lo and behold in the newspaper one Saturday there appeared an advertisement for a 
surveyor. A ‘surveyor’ to me was someone who asks questions like “I am doing a survey, what 
sort of cigarettes do you buy”, however Mother and I duly fronted up for an interview meeting 
with a Captain in the Royal Australian Survey Corps (RASvy). “It’s a great life” he said “you will 
be driving trucks and Landrovers, you will be surveying and flying in helicopters in Papua New 
Guinea” and many other future activities that certainly appealed to me as an out of work 17 
year old looking for something different.

I duly signed on the dotted line and became a soldier, a pretty raw one at that, living for the 
first couple of weeks in camp at Guilford, out near the Perth airport where I was issued with 
uniforms including boots that had to be broken in, where I cleaned toilets and generally did 
very little while waiting for a contingent of similar recruits to form before being sent ‘over 
East’ as West Australians were want to say. The sergeant-major responsible for us, was a craggy
man of about 50 years easily giving the impression of being tough and an ‘I’ve seen it all’ type 
of person, called me ‘charcoal’ but looked after me I guess, knowing that I was a very naïve 
boy from the bush. 

Eventually enough recruits 
were assembled, there was 
room in Kapooka and onto a 
train heading east we all 
found ourselves. I cannot 
remember much of the trip 
except that some of us got 
together and played cards 
well into the night, finally 
arriving in Melbourne and 
camped in the Royal Park 
barracks located in North 
Melbourne, where I stayed for 
about two weeks before 
catching another train for 
Wagga Wagga and Kapooka. 
Kapooka is a large recruit 
training camp where 
youngsters like me are turned 
into ‘soldiers’. 

The landing of two huge Hercules transport planes in the little
town of Coen was quite an event and nearly everybody was

there to greet us. Our trucks arrived to take all the gear and us
to the camp that had been set up by some early arrivals, so we

quickly got into the job of unloading the planes which when
empty immediately set off again. [1961]
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But now here I was in Coen unloading from two huge cargo planes the survey equipment and 
Landrovers and copious quantities of beer, that we had transported from Victoria to Cape York 
on a trip lasting many hours. Those organising the trip knew that it would be impossible to buy 
beer in Cape York anywhere between Coen and Thursday Island and if I remember correctly, not
even in Bamaga. Calculating how much one person would require per day and then 
extrapolating the number of days and weeks and the number of people the amount of beer to 
be transported to Coen was determined. As it turned out they were wrong, as halfway through 
the trip the canteen ran out of beer and another truck load was organised to be delivered from
Laura located on the coast to the north of Cairns. A small team had set out from Bendigo, a few
weeks earlier than those flying, on trucks loaded with camping gear and on arrival in Coen 
erected tents on some ground that had been arranged for our use. There were about 30 [there 
may have been more but certainly not less] on this field trip, including a mechanic and a cook. 
The officer in charge was Captain Clem Sargent and amongst the ‘troops’ were warrant 
officers, sergeants, corporals and the rest of us were sappers. 

The project involved
reconnaissance of the
route from the last control
point near Coen via high
points, generally along the
telegraph line, locating
suitable points at
distances of up to 30-40
kms apart for consecutive
survey points in the
Tellurometer traverse that
we were to measure. We
were all organised into
teams of two, experienced
and inexperienced,
allocated a vehicle and
survey equipment suitable
for the task and provided
with helicopter support.
After work finished each
day that we were camped
in Coen, a gang of us
would visit the Coen Hotel
where there was a billiard
table and a table tennis
table that we used
endlessly. The hotel was a
fairly relaxed and open
sort of place that the
people of Coen, of all ages, frequented regularly mostly for the community spirit that existed 
and probably still does in this tiny community. One night, rather like on a visit I made earlier to
a small hotel at Dunkeld in Victoria, a few of us were in the hotel playing pool or table tennis 

Our cook for the field trip, Col Clark, is seen in his kitchen at the Coen
camp. Fairly basic but everything here needed was there including the

wash-up area, the stove, benches for preparation and the storeroom seen
here as a tent on the right. On the left can be seen the mess which

contained refrigerators, tables and benches where we ate while in camp.
Col made excellent bread in this kitchen and could be seen rolling the

dough in front of a picture of a shapely girl lying naked on a bench. [1961]
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and in walked an extremely attractive girl, one from a cattle station nearby obviously, and 
there was a lull in the game as she walked into the room. The barman recognised her and said, 
“How are you Shirl”? and Shirl replied “Alright, no use complaining ehh” with a long drawn out 
‘ehh’. Since living in Queensland I now understand that adding the ‘eh’ to the end of a 
sentence is quite normal in rural Queensland but at the time coming from Western Australia 
and more recently Victoria, it did not sound quite right.

While waiting for the whole survey to get organised and ready for the parties that would follow
those who had already started, I was asked, with my partner Mick Symmons, to measure the 
profile of the range of hills at the southern end of the Coen Airstrip. This was something that 
had long been required by Civil Aviation and for a few days we measured the vertical angle of 
the high and low points with a theodolite estimating the distance to each one from available 
maps. Near the edge of the airstrip was the residence of the airport manager and while 
working we were visited by a visitor from Brisbane, quite an attractive girl about our own age 
named of all names ‘Clover’ - we moved on and Clover returned to Brisbane.

Access through Cape York was very limited, bauxite had not been ‘discovered’ and Weipa did 
not exist, the people living on the Cape were station owners and operators at places like 
‘Batavia Downs’ and ‘Bramwell’ and of course the aboriginal inhabitants. After the 
reconnaissance we headed out to make a start on the traverse measuring distances and angles 

Of the three main camps we occupied in Cape York, this one at Coen was the first and we are seen here in
the early morning, up and about getting ready for breakfast and work. In the middle of the image can be

seen the volley ball courts on which we spent quite a few hours. [1961]
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at a point between the last and the next one, with at a couple of places along the way, 
accurate measurement of azimuth, latitude and longitude by observing appropriate stars. This 
occasioned lots of practice on the part of newcomers to the business like me, staying up well 
into the night pointing to stars, listening to radio time signals, allowing us to calculate 
longitude, reading vertical and horizontal angles allowing the calculation of azimuth and 
latitude. Distances were measured with second generation Tellurometers described in another 
story but sufficient to say here, distances were calculated by comparison of the time a 
microwave travelled from one instrument to another and returned.

This was revolutionary and sped up 
the survey control extension 
programs considerably. For the 
measurement of angles, all were 
measured with precise theodolites 
at night when the temperature and 
humidity were most stable and had 
least impact on accuracy from the 
inside of specially designed and 
manufactured observation tents. 
Observations to forward and rear 
survey marks at night were made to 
lights powered by car batteries, 
positioned over the mark and 
pointed at the centre station. 
Tellurometers have an inbuilt 
communication facility, duplexing I 
think it is called, and with the flick 
of a switch it was possible to 
suspend measurement and talk to 

the ‘remote’ station operator with a clarity of signal second to none.

Heading north from Coen, in a Landrover with a trailer full of
survey and camping equipment, we pass through the Archer

River, seen here looking very dry. [1961]

Everyday we made contact 
with base camp, and told of 
our progress and other 
messages. I am seen here 
making the first call of the 
day from our camp, which 
as can be seen is crude but 
only required for a few days 
and besides there was no 
rain and no visitors who 
would know or care. [1961]
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All the practice, firstly at the Regiment in Bendigo and latterly on-the-job paid off and teams 
headed off in Landrovers towing trailers full of surveying equipment, camping gear including a 
couple of two-man tents and cooking gear such as pots and pans and of course food and water.

Taking off in the early morning from Wenlock Telegraph Station, on the Wenlock River, is a ‘Hiller’
helicopter from where it ferried the survey parties to the survey control points with no vehicle access. After
being in remote camps with little contact with others, the ‘thump thump’ of the helicopter was a welcome

sound. 

All along the Overland Telegraph Line are 
hundreds of termite hills like these. As can be 
seen termites build these hills as high as the 
wires, which at around 4-5 metres contain millions
of these destructive creatures. Here the soil is red 
therefore so are the termite hills, built by the 
worker’ termites from the soil particles cemented 
together with saliva and the whole baked in the 
sun until solid. [1961]
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My partner was Michael (Mick) Symmons, a corporal of a couple of years and who had 
completed the Basic Survey course like me. Later when I moved to Port Moresby Mick was there
too having left the Army in the interregnum and joined a survey and mapping company with an 
office there. Initially Mick lived on a property high in the hills behind Port Moresby but probably
because it was such a long trip to and from the office, he later bought a property in Boroko, 
not that far from where we eventually lived for four months in 1976. The last I knew of Mick 
was that he had moved to Lismore on the north coast of New South Wales where he was 
pursuing his passion of growing exotic tropical orchids, most of which he had grown in Port 
Moresby, and imported from PNG when he left for good. But for now he and I were to live in 
tents and work together for a couple of months travelling in our Landrover with its trailer and 
all the equipment mentioned before.

Because of it's size, I have had to divide Darryl's story into two.  I will publish the rest in the 
next newsletter 

RASvy Corps Centenary - Canberra Functions  
By Rob McHenry

Planning of the Canberra functions for the 100th birthday of the Corps continues.  A committee 
comprising me, Charlie Watson, Peter Jensen and Dave McLachlan are finalising details for the 
wreathlaying service at the Australian War Memorial (11am), a nostalgic gathering at the 
National Library of Australia to view Corps mapping of note and related publications (3pm), and
a mixed dinner at the Lobby restaurant with our guest speaker Chris Coulthard-Clark.  

Thank you to those people who answered the call for feedback regarding the Lobby restaurant 
as we needed to lock-in the date. This required a financial commitment on our part that was a 
little daunting.  The restaurant is the only event requiring such a financial pre-booking. 

In addition to the above events and as mentioned earlier in the Issue Note, John Mobbs is also 
hard at work collating many images for a 'Faces of the Corps' photographic presentation that is 
planned to be looped on a screen during the evening.
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The Power of Maps Conference

  

The Australian and New Zealand Map 
Society (ANZMapS) along with the 
Mapping Sciences Institute, Australia 
(MSIA) are hosting the above 
conference in Canberra from 29 April
– 1 May 2015.  One session will be 
dedicated to military mapping.  
There will be a general call for 
presenters issued in late September.

In order to minimise potential overlap on proposed paper topics from Survey Corps Association 
members, Peter Jensen has offered to act as the coordinating point of contact with association 
members and with the conference program organisers.  It is expected that papers from the 
wider ANZMaps/MSIA community would also be offered.

In the ANZAC and Aust Survey Corps centenary year, this is a welcome and significant 
opportunity to be involved in presenting historical aspects of military mapping and the Survey 
Corps to the current generation of mapping specialists.  The story of the significance of 
Australian military survey/mapping of Australia, its region and the rest of the world during war 
and peace is a good one and should be told when opportunities arise.  If you don't want to be a 
sole author you might consider co-authoring. If you would like to be involved please contact 
Peter by email at pajmjensen@gmail.com." 

mailto:pajmjensen@gmail.com
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Vale

MICHAEL DUNIAM

62331 Michael Leonard Duniam (Mick) passed away at 6 o'clock Sunday, 10 August, in the 
Gympie Base Hospital.  I worked with Mick in 8 Fd Svy Sqn and had many a battle with him on 
the squash court.  I remember a likeable, friendly young (as we all were back then) bloke who 
embraced life with both hands.  I fondly remember spending some time together on a hill on 
Bagabag Island and managing to do some skin diving when the chopper went US in Madang.  I 
emailed Mick shortly before he died and he was very positive to the end.   

 

LEO CLIFFORD

320570 Leo Patrick Clifford passed
away on the evening of Tuesday 9th

Sep.  He worked as a TAFE 
Lecturer in Bunbury. Leo served 
from Nov '77 to Nov '86.  He is 
survived by his wife Anne and 
family.

Mick and Gary 
Hunter – Irian Jaya 
1976
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From Fred Brown
It is very sad to hear of the passing of our good friend Leo, member of our Association and 
former member of the RASvy Corps.
Leo was a fine person, a true gentleman and a loyal and hard working, capable member of the 
Corps.  I always found my chats with him to be very interesting and he displayed considerable 
knowledge of whatever we were discussing.  He was an overall 'good bloke'.  Our thoughts and 
condolences are with Leo's wife Ann and family.

He will be missed from our Anzac Day activities and Annual Luncheons.  RIP Leo.

Photo Gallery 

Aerodist computing team at Kalumburu in 1972.  L to R:  Phil Bray, Rod Moss, Peter Colwell, Tim Allanson,
Ken McAllister? (not sure) and Lindsay Clark kneeling.
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1975 Trobriand Islands – John 
Mobbs hard at work on survey 
ops......

Don Swiney took this photo on a trip
to the Flinders Ranges and Broken Hill. It
was taken on the bank of the Darling
river at Menindee NSW.   As best as
Don could decipher, it says:-

C Chapman
R H McKinnon
F R Doyle
J Logan

Survey Camp
Dec 1882
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Ex Army Survey Landrover circa 1965.   Photo was taken after it had been purchased by a 
civilian and repainted with advertising.   Don Swiney advises the vehicle was a 'Trucks 3/4ton 
GS (Topo Svy) and was produced exclusively for the Survey Corps. It was different from other 
long wheel base Landrovers in that it had a 'hard top' designed to walk on (so you could see 
further in the desert) and the roof was painted 'dayglo' orange. The flap on the door was a 
table designed to fold down and to tilt so that it was the right height and angle when you wrote
up your field notes when sitting on a folding stool.

I remember the later Survey versions with a white double skinned roof (good for ventilation) 
and bush bars all round – no flap in the door.  As a result of writing one off after hitting a 
couple of cows one night near Canobie station in the Gulf country of QLD, I can personally 
attest to their less than stellar brakes and high beam – maybe I was travelling a tad faster than 
prudent!  Up until hitting the cows, Jack Elverd (who had been driving previously) was a little 
worried about a small dint he had made after contacting a gate.  The dint paled into total 
insignificance after the cows had done their thing.  - Rob McH
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