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Royal  Australian  Survey Corps  Association

                ACT Newsletter

Issue Note 

Another year has slipped by and hopefully finds members in good shape.  It's difficult at this time 
not to note the many names mentioned over the course of the year in the 'Vale' section.

As this is the last newsletter for the year I would like to take the opportunity to wish everyone a 
Merry Christmas and a great 2015 to come.  I would also like to thank the many contributors to the 
newsletter.
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100th Anniversary of the Survey Corps - Canberra 
Functions
By Rob McHenry

A committee comprising me, Charlie Watson, Peter Jensen and Dave McLachlan is finalising details 
for the Canberra events to mark the 100th.   Please note, the following is provided as an overview of
the planning with the caveat that this remains a work in progress.  More detailed briefings will be 
provided closer to the date.    

Australian War Memorial – Wreath Laying Ceremony:- 

Format - This is a formal occasion incorporating speeches and wreath laying by dignitaries and 
former Corps directors.  The Governor General and Chief of Army have been invited.

Timing – Ceremony commences at 11am and is expected to take approximately one hour.
Medals - To be worn.
Location – Western Courtyard, Australian War Memorial.  Seating will be provided for the 

Ceremony.
Weather - Note that this an outdoor ceremony in Canberra's winter.
Parking - A number of large car parks are at the rear of the memorial.  There is also an 

underground carpark with disabled parking facilities.  Parking is free.
Web Page - http://www.awm.gov.au/

http://www.awm.gov.au/
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National Library of Australia – Reception and Map Viewing

Format- This is meant to be a relaxed, informal opportunity to view some of our mapping and 
related production documents and generally discuss how wonderful we were.  There 
will be limited finger food and a drink of wine to begin with (subject to magnitude of 
sponsorship).  It is anticipated that Dr Brendan White (Assistant Map Curator) will 
provide a short talk.  

Timing - Commences at 3pm and is expected to last for approximately one hour
Medals - Not required
Sponsors - The reception is being sponsored by The Institution of Surveyors NSW and Victoria. 

Further sponsors are being sought at this time.
Parking - Ample paid parking is available in the vicinity of the Library.
Web Page - http://www.nla.gov.au/

Lobby Restaurant:-

General - Thank you to those people who answered the call for feedback regarding the 
Lobby restaurant as we needed to lock-in the date quite early. 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. 

Format – This is meant to be a relatively informal mixed gathering in a relaxed 
atmosphere to note the special nature of the occasion - 100 years since the 
commencement of the Corps.  This is not meant to be a pseudo mess night.  
However, there will be an MC, a guest speaker, and a number of toasts.

Numbers – This event is booked out as we have reached the restaurant limit of 130.  As 
there may be some who can't make it on the night, a standby list is being 
maintained.

Timing - 6:45 for 7:00pm and out around 11pm.

http://www.nla.gov.au/
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Dress –   Smart casual.
Menu –   Three courses with tea and coffee.  Special dietary requirements will be 

requested at a later date.
Drinks -  All funds collected above the cost of the meal will be expended on drinks.  

Once this amount is used, thirsty members will be able to purchase from a cash 
bar.

Payment - Those who have indicated their wish to attend will receive a unique number to 
be used for payment by electronic bank transfer.  All payments will be 
acknowledged by email.  Cut-off date for payment will be six weeks prior to the
event.  Alternative methods for payment can be arranged if necessary.

Seating Plan – One table will be reserved for the guest speaker – Chris Coulthard-Clark.  Apart 
from this, there is no seating plan.   

Corps Faces  - A photographic presentation of “Faces of the Corps” is planned during the 
evening.

General Layout - A general table layout will be provided closer to the date.
Parking - A large area of car park is available across Parkes Place West. Parking is free of 

an evening.
Web Page - www.thelobby.com.au/

Faces of the Corps

John Mobbs reports that he has received several hundred variable quality photos from contributors. 
In addition he has scoured the Association newsletters online where there are numerous pics of 
similar quality. 

He had hoped to be able to extract “head & shoulders” shots from group photos and the like, but 
once he applied cropping and enlargement (and when they were again enlarged though digital 
projection), the result was “Mr Pixel Head” whom no-one would recognise, even with a degree of 
digital sharpening.  So, rather than send us all to the optometrist on 1 July next year, he is having to
use group shots on an “as-is” basis. Other than that minor technical glitch, John is pleased with the 
response.

John has requested “last photos” as of this newsletter.  Thanks to everyone who took the time to 

visit the garden shed, wine cellar, attic, or the box up in the wardrobe to extract pics for this 
initiative.  When you view the result you will truly realise that “the older we get, the better we 
were!” 

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. This is the final instalment and carries on directly from issue 3/14.

http://www.thelobby.com.au/
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From Darryl Parker

The whole time we were in Cape York it did not rain and was perfect weather for survey work and 
great for getting a suntan which today we would not contemplate, with recommendations that we 
at all times wore shirts with long sleeves and hats of course. But for most of the time we were in 
boots, shorts and shorts only while working, spending a lot of time in the observing tent, night and 
day. Along the route there were lots of large termite hills made from red soil and standing in many 
cases well over four metres high. We were able to use some of the smaller termite hills to make a 
place for cooking, by removing the top down to about half a metre above the ground and then 
hollowing out a shelf for the fire itself so that we were able to boil water, fry in pans, all with the 
comfort of not having to bend and keeping the fire safe from spreading.

Some of the stations that we were visiting were inaccessible to vehicles, there being no tracks let 
alone roads to travel on, so in came the helicopter. Being small and looking rather like a giant 
bulbous-eyed insect, the helicopter could only transport our gear, much restricted of course to the 
absolute minimum as only one trip in was possible, strapped onto the wire racks on the skids. The 
essential gear of course was the survey equipment and the balance of the load we could take was 
food and water, with even that limited to about 10 gallons in two plastic containers. The water was 
to be used most sparingly with drinking its only use; with the exception of one man. Every morning 
and evening there was a scheduled radio communication with the base camp calling to each of the 
outlying parties for progress and other messages that needed to be conveyed. During one of these 
radio calls we overheard one outlier calling for more water to be flown in, by helicopter, as his 
reserves had been used up in just a few days. We all wondered at it of course and later found out 
that the person making the request had indeed run out of water but not because he was really 
thirsty but because he had been washing his clothes in it rather than wait until he returned to base 
camp. Water was flown in but it was the last time and the water was not used for washing again.

As we moved along the job heading north toward Bamaga and Torres Strait, the distance from base 
camp in Coen gradually became too much for efficient use of time and resources and the base camp

Special observing tents, 
with canvas ‘windows’ that 
were removed in the 
direction of observations, 
were erected on the control 
points that were destined to 
be ‘La Place’ stations. This 
one was erected on Mt 
White a few kilometres 
south west of Coen and Joe
Farrington with whom I 
would be on Dauan Island 
later emerges from the tent 
and Lloyd Harvey 
manufacturers a table. 
[1961]
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was moved firstly to a spot on the Archer River not far from the station homestead and next on to 
the Wenlock River.

The Wenlock River is deep in the gully, about 50 metres wide and 20 to 30 metres deep and our 
camp was located high on the bank above it and even in this dry season contained flowing water, 
albeit not very much or very fast, but sufficient for us to wash in and drink, from further upstream 
of course. It was at this camp I saw my first huge python while in the river washing or something 
one afternoon. The python was lying coiled on a rock in midstream warming itself in the sun and the
warmth of the rock and was of no concern to us so it was left to continue its sleep. Further north at 
Bamaga we came across other snakes and one in particular was found swimming along the rocky 
coastline. Someone caught this one, a carpet snake someone said, when it finally reached the shore 
and kept it in a sugar bag for a few days, perhaps even a week. Knowing nothing about snakes and 
assuming that they are all carnivores this one was forced to open its jaw while someone else shoved
in a piece of raw steak. Obviously our best intentions of being zoologists was not adequate, the 
snake was not eating or drinking so it was let go. We caught the largest spider I had or have ever 
seen in the same area, a spider with a body about the size of a small bird and brilliantly coloured 
with iridescent blues, greens, reds and maybe yellow. This poor creature with long legs which when 
spread would easily have covered an ordinary sized dinner plate, was also captured and kept in a 
jam jar for a few days until we got sick of it and let it go also.

Cape York was inhabited long before we arrived with 
the arrival of Captain John Jardine at the northern tip 
in July 1864 with a brief to establish a settlement at 
Somerset. Jardine was a police magistrate from 
Rockhampton and because of the difficulties of the trip
he was granted grazing land west of Somerset, which 
he named ‘Lockerbie’. The homestead was finally 
destroyed by fire in 1960. Communication with the 
outside world was limited and in 1883-84 a government
surveyor located the route of the overland telegraph, 
which extended the line from Coen to Somerset and a 
couple of years later, by an underwater cable across 
the channel to Thursday Island. The last message to be 
sent over the telegraph line to Thursday Island 
happened on 24 June 1964, three years after I was 
there, however the line was used as a local telephone 
line until 1987.

The telegraph line was serviced by a couple of men 
who were stationed as operators at the telegraph 
stations along the route, riding on horseback and 
repairing the line where necessary. Consequently the 
way along the line was, certainly until we were there, 
just a two wheel track and did not become anything 
like a roadway until Weipa was established. A lull in the
survey work allowed Mick and I to have some free time 
and believing we were fairly close to the coast, 
decided to walk through the bush to the beach and 

At Bamaga we came across a snake
swimming along the rocky coastline. Someone
caught this carpet snake and kept it in a sugar

bag for a few days, perhaps even a week.
Knowing nothing about snakes and assuming

that they are all carnivores this one was
forced to open its jaw while someone else

shoved in a piece of raw steak. [1961]
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perhaps have a swim. Fortunately we expected there would be no distinguishing features to guide 
us along the way so an axe and a prismatic compass was essential equipment and away we went.

We walked for hours, heading generally eastward, blazing trees as we went so that we could find 
our way back again, a bit like the fairy tale, and rather hot and sweaty finally reach the beach. 
Magnificent it was with brilliant white sand, blue water and granite rocks in and along the coast; 
just what we had imagined and had begun to think we would never reach. Just when we ready to 
rush into the water where it was clear of rocks and looked deep enough, what should suddenly 
appear a few metres away but the large triangular fin of a grey nurse shark. That put paid to any 
idea we had of swimming even though we shouted and waved the axe at it and even from very close
while standing on a rock. So what to do?  After a little exploring of the area we noticed that the 
rocks which become submerged in the high tide were covered in oysters and never having tasted an 
oyster, I never believed or tried to swallow a raw one and certainly not a whole oyster, decided that
as they could not be any fresher and that we really should experience what many ‘experts’ say is 
the ultimate seafood, we would give them a go.

With nothing else to hand other than the compass the axe was brought into play, firstly in an 
attempt to prize them off the rocks and when that failed smashing them with the back of the axe to
make them open. OK it was time to eat a raw oyster. Well I couldn’t and have never attempted one 
since; the only part that was even remotely looked as if I might eat it was a small creamy coloured 
piece of the oyster, which had a nutty taste. When I related this story to others later, I was told that
the only part of the oyster that should never be eaten is the muscle that opens and closes the shell 
because it can contain coral poison that I understand is quite lethal. I did not die and did not get 
sick so that oyster must have been clear of the poison very fortunately for me. With no swim to cool
us and nothing to eat, it was time to head back to camp. Somehow or other some of the blazed 
trees had moved while we were enjoying ourselves on the beach and we did get very concerned 
about being lost in the bush with no one knowing that we had gone away from the camp, but the 
compass made sure we were heading west and that we would eventually find the track again. We 
didn’t get lost and did find one or two of the blazes and did walk straight back into our camp before
dark. Quite an exciting day at the beach but one that was not repeated.
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We gradually progressed northward, crossing creeks and rivers of varying width and depth, passing 
through areas of open woodland dotted with termite hills, camping on the Wenlock River and 
moving ever closer to the ‘tip’ of Cape York. Finally a few of us found ourselves on Higginsville 
Airstrip where we erected a camp at the northern end. This landing ground was then in a poor state 
of repair with only the northern end being serviceable and used by light aircraft. Built during the 
Second World War by the Americans as a base for their bombers who daily headed in their droves for
Papua New Guinea it was originally three miles long but reduced to a serviceable one mile in 1960.

Higginsville airstrip was built by the Americans during the Second World War and originally about three miles
long. From this strip waves of bombers headed for Papua New Guinea and the fight with the invading
Japanese. Here our two pilots show what they could do with the aircraft, showing off actually. [1961]
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One of the surveyors devised a novel 
method of quickly measuring terrain 
height above sea level using a battery 
of precision barometers with the 
reading recorded with a camera 
mounted over them. The whole ‘box 
and dice’ was mounted in the back of 
a Cessna 170 and flown over map 
edges for controlling aerial 
photographs and the pressure readings
of the barometers averaged and 
adjusted to the correct values on the 
airstrip. I was on one of these missions
and with the pilot and one of the 
surveyors who guided the pilot along 
the map sheet edges and my job was 
to make sure that the equipment was 
operating correctly. It wasn’t so bad, 
the flying and searching for salient 
points on the ground that were 
identified from maps, I only felt a 
little sick; the sickness came later as 
the pilot was searching for a place to 

land. Swinging this way and swinging the other way so that he could see downwards while all the 
time I was filling paper bags in the back seat until we finally landed at Higginsfield airstrip.

At this time another helicopter pilot arrived to take over, they having to take time off after being 
on duty and flying for six weeks, and this one was an ex jet pilot from the Polish airforce with a zest
for life and all things flying. He and I were on a job, I cannot recall what it was, and when finished 
found ourselves on the east coast down from the tip a few kilometres. The pilot reckoned it to be a 

A novel method of quickly measuring terrain height above sea
level was devised, using a battery of precision barometers with

the reading recorded with a camera mounted over them. All was
mounted in a Cessna 170 and own over map edges to control
aerial photographs. I was on one of these missions and with the
pilot and one of the surveyors, Bill Jefferies, who guided the pilot

along the map sheet edges.

Near the tip of Cape York near the 
township of Bamaga, this jetty was a 
favourite fishing place for the locals. 
It was early one morning, from this 
jetty, that we were to sail across 
Torres Strait, stopping at islands 
along the way dropping off survey 
parties and myself finally at Dauan 
Island. [1961]



Page 10             ACT Newsletter                   Issue 4/14

great job to leave lines in the sand with no beginning and no ending. How to do it, easy, hover over 
the sand and with the helicopter tilted forward so that the ‘banana’ of the skids was in contact with
the sand race down the beach at about 80 or 90 kilometres and hour leaving tram-tracks in the sand
with no beginning and no ending. Looking back on it I guess there only needed to be a rock or stick 
in the sand to cause the chopper to flip forward. We didn’t of course and here we are recalling the 
story, which then goes on with the desire to pick coconuts - from the helicopter. The pilot decided 
that if he could get the plane close enough to the top of the palm, I would be able to lean out and 
pick some. Well we tried of course but the long fronds kept getting in the way and were even 
getting in the way of the blades so we canned that idea and landed on the beach. I knew that it was
possible to climb coconut palms, island people have been doing it for centuries but all that 
happened to me was a great deal of skin was removed from my chest, no shirt on of course, and no 
progress up the palm so that idea was also dropped and we flew back to Higginsville airstrip leaving 
two lines in the sand and no coconuts.

Being in the Bamaga area for a few weeks 
we got to know the locals a little bit, a 
very small community, now and then an 
aboriginal community of about 50 or a 100 
and had special lap laps, I think they called
them lava lavas made mine was brilliant 
red calico edged with crocheted white 
thread and very flash it was too. We, from 
the camp, were all invited to a party one 
night and decided to go of course, taking 
with us a few cans of beer and soft drink. I
cannot recall whether there was food 
provided, there probably was, and we sat 
around on the front verandah of the chief’s
small house, chatting about this and that. 
At around 9 pm a large enamel jerry, the 
kind of vessel that would have been placed
under someone’s bed at night and then 
emptied in the morning, was passing from 
person to person and each, of the locals 
that is, taking a drink before passing it on 
to the next person. When it got to me and 
there was a great amount of urging going 
on, it was immediately clear to me that 
the clear liquid they were all drinking was 
methylated spirits which they were able to
buy at the local store. Alcohol, such as 
beer or spirits, was not available to 
aboriginals or Torres Strait islanders so 
they got the best they could. Not wanting 

to drink metho, and not wanting to be party poopers we decided to leave.

Naturally we wanted to visit the tip of Cape York, located some distance from Bamaga, and made a 
special trip to stand at the most northern piece of land in Australia. Quite spectacular and a bit 
rugged with brilliant blue water washing up on the beaches and rocks. Not far away near Somerset, 

Two of the belles of Bamaga, one bedecked in a red
hibiscus flower, are Torres Strait Islanders posed long

enough for me to take their photograph. [1961]
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was the small graveyard where the remains of those drowned when the ship they were travelling on 
hit rocks and sank. It meant nothing to me at the time but a few months ago a book about 
Rockhampton’s original settlers, the Archers, that I was reading told of the drowning of some of the 
family on a ship bound for Britain, that had hit rocks at the tip of Cape York and sank.

Eventually the work of the survey teams on the mainland was completed and it was time to move 
onto the next stage of the project, the survey of the connection of Australia with Papua New 
Guinea. Clem Sargent held a meeting one night in our camp at Higginsville Airstrip, a meeting of all 
those who would be making the connection. His message was fairly clear, “do not fraternise with 
the local girls” he said after explaining the methods and means of the survey and who was going to 
be in the teams and their part in this last section of the project. To my mind this was to be the most
exciting part of the trip and great it was too, moving from island to island until the last one near 
the Papua New Guinea coast where we stayed for a few weeks.

The tip of Cape York is now 
marked with a sign as shown 
in this photograph, taken by 
someone else a year or so 
ago. Not far away near 
Somerset, was the small 
graveyard where the remains
of those drowned when the 
ship they were travelling on 
hit rocks and sank.
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The Power of Maps Conference - Call for Papers

Last newsletter I mentioned the Power of 
Maps Conference to be held in Canberra 
from 29 April – 1 May 2015.  One session 
will be dedicated to military mapping.  

The Australian and New Zealand Map 
Society (ANZMapS) along with the Mapping
Sciences Institute, Australia (MSIA) are 
hosting the conference.

Submissions are now invited on any topic 
in cartography, map curatorship, history of
cartography or exploration, 
geovisualisation and GIScience, or related 
disciplines.  Submissions relating to WW1 
and/or military mapping, such as the 
centenaries of the ANZAC corps and the 
Royal Australian Survey Corps (RASvy) are 
particularly encouraged.

Presentations are typically 20 minutes in 
length with 5 – 10 minutes for question 
time. Further information on the 
conference is available at:  
www.anzmaps.org and 
www.mappingsciences.org.au

Submissions close 1 January 2015

Vale

PETER JOHN CRABBE

523166 (8225644)  PETER J CRABBE died of a heart attack on 15 November.   Peter enlisted in Sep 90
and was still serving at the time of his death.  I knew Peter for a very short time as his CO back in 
the early 90s and remember a very personable young man (as we all were back then).  Taken way 
too soon. 

Peter's family accepted a full military funeral conducted on 27 Nov.  The funeral was held at St Mary
the Virgin Anglican Church, Waverley NSW.  A wake was held at the Bondi RSL.

http://www.mappingsciences.org.au/
http://www.anzmaps.org/
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From Peter Jensen

I first met Peter Crabbe at the Army Survey Regiment in 1991/92 (I was a Major) when he was a 
young lieutenant not long after he was commissioned as a direct entry officer. My first and lasting 
impression of Peter was that he was a quiet, polite but confident and competent young survey officer. 
He soon gained the respect of his fellow officers and the soldiers in his troop. He was genuinely 
interested in the welfare of his soldiers who appreciated his quiet leadership style of leading by 
example. He was a professional young officer. My earlier impressions of Peter didn't change when I 
knew him from my position of SO1 Pers/Corps Directorate of Survey 1993-96. He became as 

competent in general non-Corps postings as he was in specialist Corps positions. 

JAMES SKATES 

53068 James Boyd Macdonald Skates died 19 September.  He served from Apr '56 to Apr '62.

From John Bullen

I held Jim Skates in very high regard as a surveyor and I am sorry to lose him as a friend.  

Jim was my partner in one of W Comd Fd Svy Unit’s three 2-man astro teams in the Gibson Desert in
1961. The other two teams were WO2 Frank Cohen and Cpl Rod ‘Lofty’ Keene, and WO2 Kingsley 
‘Brem’ Bremner and Cpl Conrad ‘Zak’ Tsakalos. We also had two 1-man airborne heighting teams – 
Sgt Phil Giblett and Sgt George Gruszka. We mapped a block of nine 1:250,000 map sheets covering 
an area about 550 km by 350 km in the heart of the desert.

Skates Hills, Lake Cohen, Lake Keene, Lake Bremner, Tsakalos Hills, Giblett Hills and Lake Gruszka in
the Gibson Desert were named after these surveyors, many of whom are no longer alive.

This was my first field season and I got to know Jim very well. We found we had much in common as
well as being fellow astro observers and computers. We had a similar approach to many things and 
we were an effective team together. I suspect this might have been why our OC Major Bill Sprenger 
put us together. Jim had been in the big survey operations in the Kimberleys in the late 1950s and 
the Gibson Desert in 1961 was his last. He was given a well-deserved break in 1962 which enabled 
him to get ahead with his private surveying studies.

Jim was neat, precise and thorough in all that he did. Technically competent, bright in manner and 
utterly reliable, he was always a pleasure to work with. Many of us thought that Jim should have 
been commissioned as an officer, but he did not pursue a career in that direction.

Jim and June were newly married at that time and lived at Nollamara, then a very new suburb.

Jim was one of the many fine NCOs caught up in the Army-wide promotion ‘freeze’ of the 1960-62 
period when many excellent Sappers, Corporals and Sergeants could not be promoted even though 
they were fully qualified and vacancies existed. This was very discouraging to those affected and we
lost a lot of good men as a result, including Jim.

Jim and I kept in touch for many years and he used to send me each annual collection of Paul 
Rigby’s wonderful cartoons. I last saw him and June when Yvonne and I last visited WA in 1996 and 
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spent a delightful evening with Jim & June together with Jo & Betty Mazzarol, thanks to the kind 
hospitality of Jo’s and Betty’s daughter Peta.

Yvonne and I remember both Jim and June with much affection.

Jim is shown in the following photo from the Gibson Desert Field Trip (Mazzarol) which was included
in the 2010 Westlink Issue No 34. 

L-R:  Lt Bullen, WO2 Bremmer, Sgt Mazzarol, Cpl Tzakalos, Col MacDonald,
Cpl Skates, Spr Lutz, Sgt Gruska, Pte Robinson, Spr Parker.

Kneeling:   Sgt Giblett, Pte Hoar.
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Photo Gallery

Photos from Charlie Watson

Avenue of Honour for Afghanistan at Yungaburra NQ
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