
Page 1                        ACT Newsletter              Issue 1/11 

 

 

Royal Australian Survey Corps Association 
 

 

                ACT Newsletter 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Issue Note 
By Rob McHenry 

 
In this issue, Don Swiney has decided to put pen to paper and share some operational 
experiences with us.  To overcome our ageing attention spans, I suggested to Don that lots of 
pictures would be required but like many of us, he was so busy doing stuff during the 
operations that he didn‟t take too many.  However, The words are a good read and provide a 
terrific insight into some of the Corp‟s activities during Op Cenderawasih. 
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The Helicopter Crash 
By Don Swiney & Peter Jensen 

 
Operation Cenderawasih was a series of mapping and charting operations conducted in the 
Province of Irian Jaya, Republic of Indonesia.  It followed on from the Mandau Series in 
Kalimantan and the Gading series conducted in Sumatra and in turn was followed by the 
Pattimura series in the Maluku Province. 
 
Operation Cenderawasih was the first of these operations to have conducted the air 
photography at the same time as the ground operations and it was also the first to deploy the 
„Magnavox Geoceiver‟ global positioning equipment.  The air photography was conducted 
using the Canberra aircraft which were mounted with Wild RC10 aerial cameras and the 
photography was flown in a systematic fashion at 40,000 feet.  To allow the information to be 
extracted and to allow 1:50,000 mapping to be produced by the Army Survey Regiment, the 
photographs had to be controlled by establishing fixed points on the ground about 90km apart 
in a network. To provide adequate control some 128 control points were required  Each point 
was fixed using the Geoceiver equipment and required that the equipment would be set up 
over the point for about three days or at least until twenty four „good passes‟ of the satellites 
were observed. The point was then „panelled‟ and photographed from a height of about 
10,000 feet with an RC 10 camera mounted in a Pilatus Porter aircraft. 
 

 
 
A „Geoceiver party‟ consisted of two RA Svy members and two Indonesia Army surveyors.  The 
Indonesians were armed but the Australians were not. The Party was positioned by UH1H 
helicopters and could expect to remain on site for three days.  Security of the parties was 
always a concern as the weather conditions were such that it would probably be impossible to 
mount a rescue after say mid afternoon and until the next morning. 
 

Control Point 

The panelled point with the 

Geoceiver mast at the centre of 

the panels can be seen in this 

photo.  Note the tents near the 

panels giving some idea of scale 
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Administrative and logistic support availability from within the province was sparse.  The 
Indonesian authorities made it clear that their resources could not cope with an influx of say 
130 Australians for a six month period.  The one resource that was available at the major 
centres was aviation fuel but at most of the lesser centres we would have to position fuel 
ourselves.  Facilities such as flight following services and search and rescue were virtually 
nonexistent.  The situation required that we were rationed from Australia by a fortnightly 
C130, provided our own rear link back to RAAF base Darwin and had to set up our own flight 
following system and search and rescue (SAR). 

 
The intent was to conduct the operation over a three year period and concentrate on the 
Vogelkop (Birds Head) peninsula in 1976, the mainland area North of the Jayawijaya 
Mountains in 1977 and the area to the South in 1978. Prior to the deployment in 1977 and 
after a great deal of discussion between Headquarters Field Force Command (HQ FFCOMD) 
and Headquarters Operational Command (HQ OPCOM), all the participants in the 1977 phase 
were to form part of the „Cenderawasih Force‟ and I was appointed as the Force Commander 
with Sqn Ldr Gordon French as the deputy commander   In the event, it was found that the 
geoceiver equipment was much more reliable than we expected, and we found that we were 
able to deploy four field parties rather than the three we expected.  This meant that by the 
end of July 1977, the ground control phase was drawing to a close. 
 
 We were withdrawing the last forward base back to Biak from Merauke (on the Southern tip 
of Irian Jaya but we were still left with a number of points that we had to bypass previously 
because of the OPM activity. The Indonesian Army was conducting an intense operation 
against the OPM including setting villages alight with rockets from the air and accompanying 
ground operations.  One of these was at a mission station called Apalapsili some 80 to 100 km 
NE of Wamena in the highlands of the province.  It was regarded as a routine task, I and Major 
Soetrisnoe (my Indonesian opposite number) had visited the site (as we did most sites we 
thought may be difficult) and aside from the assurances of the missionary we were reassured 
by the presence of women and children in the village and so we regarded it as a routine if not 
simple task in comparison to some of the other points we had to establish. 
 
Under normal circumstances with a task such as this, going from airstrip to airstrip, we would 
have used a single Caribou sortie but as the Caribous were being used to move the forward 
base back to Biak, and that the helicopters had to fly back to Biak themselves, it made sense 
to divert them through Wamena to pick up this point and a couple of others that we had 
previously regarded as being too much of a security risk. On the morning of the 29th of July 
1977, the two UH1H helicopters were tasked to move a survey party led by Sgt Kevin 
O‟Halloran, from the airstrip at Wamena at an altitude of about 6500 feet, travel to the North 
East, crossing a ridgeline at an altitude of about 7,500 feet and drop down into the Apalapsili 
valley and land at the Apalapsili airstrip at an altitude of about 4500feet.  Under normal 
circumstances and at that altitude it would require three loads, but taking into account that 
the aircraft were going from airstrip to airstrip and as such the approaches and departures 
were simplified, it was decided to do the task in two loads (ie. The aircraft were operating on 
„chart 2‟).  The two aircraft were flown by the 9Sqn detachment commander, Sqn Ldr JAT 
(Arthur) Lowe and Flt Lt Ralph Taylor.  Flt Lt Taylor had prevailed on the detachment 
commander to allow him to lead for this particular task (he had not led before).  The aircraft 
departed midmorning and headed off „line astern‟ with the aircraft flown by Flt Lt Ralph 
Taylor as captain leading. On board the leading aircraft were: 
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 Flt Lt Ralph Taylor as pilot 

 Flt Lt Greg Cashmere as co-pilot 

 LAC Peter Sinclair as crewman 

 Lt Subandi, a surveyor with Jawatan Topographi, Indonesian Army, and 

 Cfn Phil Edwards, a technician with the Survey Platoon, Sydney Workshop Company. 

 
When they reached the ridge line between the two valleys, they discovered that cloud was 
flowing up the Apalapsili valley and lipping over into the Baliem valley.  The two aircraft 
skirted along the ridge line on the Baliem valley side looking for an opportunity to cross the 
ridge and slip under the cloud.  The detachment commander decided to abort the mission, 
advised the other aircraft and turned back.  The other aircraft did not respond and the 
detachment commander heard what he subsequently thought may have been a „scream‟ on 
the FM frequency.  The weather closed in and the surviving aircraft returned to Wamena.  At 
Wamena the other survey party, led by Sgt Peter Jensen, was preparing the UH-1H loads to 
travel to the second survey point, at Karubaga. Sgt Jensen recalls hearing a helicopter 
returning earlier than expected, by itself, and flying very fast straight into the parking bay 
where his team was working. After much hand-waving and yelling above the noise of the 
engine and rotors to explain the situation, the aircraft was unloaded quickly, „hot‟ refuelled 
and back in the air hoping to get back to the area before the weather had completely closed 
in for the day which unfortunately it had before the aircraft got there. 
 
Back at main base at Biak we were following the progress of the task but were not party to 
the chatter between the aircraft as that was via the FM frequency but at about 1130hrs the 
detachment commander advised our flight following service that he had lost contact with the 
other aircraft. Our initial reaction that the missing aircraft had found a way over the ridge 
but the weather had closed in or they had a turbine chip detector warning light come on but 
in either case, there were plenty of open places to land on that side of the ridge.  We 
attributed the lack of communication to the steepness of the valley walls.  A Caribou aircraft 
was diverted to the area and between the Caribou and the surviving helicopter, the area was 
searched as far as the weather would allow.  Within an hour of the loss of contact, we 
advised HQ OPCOM RAAF of the situation and by mid afternoon 0ne of the searching aircraft 
had detected a transmission from a personal SAR beacon.  At about this time, we had to 
conclude that the aircraft had crashed and we called for a rescue from Australia.  We were 
very much aware that the OPM were active in the area we suspected the aircraft was and we 
could not discount that the aircraft may have been shot down.  Sqn Ldr Gordon French and I 
discussed the situation and resolved that I would go forward to Wamena and control matters 
from there and he would remain in Biak and maintain a fulltime watch on the flight following 
frequency and the rear link. 
 
Earlier, the aircraft piloted by Flt Lt Ralph Taylor had been skirting the ridgeline between the 
two valleys and it seemed while the two pilots were concentrating on finding a path across 
the ridge, the aircraft stalled and fell into the moss forest below and in the process a tree 
branch had come in through a side door and injured to a greater or lesser extent those in the 
back of the aircraft.  The captain of the aircraft was killed and the co-pilot was badly injured 
on impact.  The aircraft ended up upside down with the nose buried into the moss and the 
tail boom in the air. The crewman and Cfn Phil Edwards left the aircraft immediately but the 
crewman had suffered a fractured pelvis and immediately collapsed, Cfn Edwards, although 
suffering from a broken ankle was able to pull the co-pilot and the Indonesian officer from 
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the aircraft.  The aircraft engine was still running and Cfn Edwards was able to find a fire 
extinguisher and was able to stop the engine by discharging the extinguisher into the air 
intake.   

 
 The situation that the survivors found themselves in was that they were in one of the 
remotest parts of Irian Jaya, in a cold wet moss forest on steeply sloping ground at about 
7500 feet altitude.  Cfn Edwards set to make the survivors as comfortable as possible and 
during the course of the next few hours, he  
 

 gathered all the personal SAR beacons and for the next 12 to 18 hours set one off at a 
time, setting each one off as the previous one ran down, 

 erected a tent from the camping gear that the survey party carried and made each of the 
survivors comfortable in the tent as best he could, 

 improvised a dipole antennae from wiring he stripped from the aircraft and connected it 
to the survey party radio (the radio accessory kit was in the other aircraft), 

 disarmed the Indonesian officer who at one stage had tried to commit suicide by shooting 
himself and prevented him from drinking as he suspected he had a ruptured bowel, 

 covered the aircraft body with panelling plastic to make it more obvious from the air, and 

 examined and recorded (on an Indonesian banknote) all the injuries suffered by the 
survivors which proved to be extraordinarily accurate and subsequently very useful during 
the evacuation. 

 Made every effort to maintain the morale of the other survivors (including singing songs). 

 From time to time attempted to make contact on the HF frequency radio and although did 
not get an answer persevered.  We did in fact hear him at the main base but he was 
unable to hear us. 

 
At the main base, we were now in direct contact with HQ OPCOM and organized a rescue C130 
sourced from RAAF Base Richmond, where it was loaded with a „medical pallet‟ and a number 
of medical staff.  Whilst in transit to RAAF base Darwin, we asked for (and got) drums of Avtur 
and an SAS patrol added to the load.  I was aware that the SAS were exercising in the Darwin 
area as they had co-opted the traditional RASvy HF frequency which we had found from 
experience worked well at these latitudes and which we were using. I, in fact, ordered them 
off the air when it looked like we had a problem and to their credit, they immediately 
complied. We had also organized a number of our surveyors who were at Biak having just 
returned from Merauke into a patrol equipped with ropes, pulleys and chainsaws and which 
we expected would have to walk into the crash site where ever it was from the nearest 
helicopter landing point.  That patrol was to be led by Lt Peter Raue RA Svy.  HQ OPCOM also 
tasked a C130 that was in transit back to Darwin from some overseas locality to orbit over the 
crash scene for as long as they were able overnight.  Cfn Edwards later told me that the 
sound of the aircraft was a major factor in maintaining the survivors‟ morale that night. 
 
The area where it was suspected that the crash had occurred was jungle covered rough 
terrain and at high altitude making it very difficult for the rescue helicopter to operate at the 
hover with much weight on-board. At forward base Wamena on the night of the crash it was 
decided to establish a helipad somewhere near the site so that a forward fuelling point could 
be established.  Local refuelling would allow the rescue aircraft to operate lighter and more 
safely.   I left Biak at first light in the second Caribou together with a load of avgas and avtur, 
to support the searching aircraft, with Major IR Soetrisnoe. TNI AD.    At first light the 
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helicopter (crewed by two pilots and one crewman) departed with SSgt Greg Chambers and 
Sgt Peter Jensen, each with individual survival equipment for three days and a survey point 
clearing teams‟ equipment to establish the helipad. Peter relates the situation:  
 
The helicopter was in the suspected crash area under breaking cloud looking for a potential 
helipad site when the Caribou circuiting overhead sighted what they thought was the crash 
deep amongst the trees high on the northern slope of the valley. The helicopter crew decided 
that at that stage the aircraft was too heavy to effect a hoist rescue and went looking for a 
landing point to drop off the heavy stores and one of the two surveyors.  Sgt Jensen was the 
lighter of the two so he would be the first down to the crash site. They found a village about 
3 minutes away over a ridge line above the crash site.  A fly-around showed that most huts 
had been burnt and that the village appeared to be deserted.  Not knowing if OPM were in the 
area it appeared to all on board that to drop SSgt Chambers and get back to him quickly was 
the only reasonable option, although risky, to get into the crash site with the possibility of 
the weather deteriorating quickly as the day warmed up.  After a cautious approach and 
landing, unfortunately blowing roofs off the burnt-out huts, Greg, the equipment and some 
aircraft survival stores were dropped.   
  
They soon found the crash site and the pilots set about the approach to the hover having to 
deal with low cloud blowing across the site, trying to pick a gap in the trees away from the 
wreckage and away from what appeared to be a canvas shelter, so that broken tree debris 
would not fall on the shelter from the rotor down-wash. The surveyors were used to hoisting 
into survey points but Sgt Jensen recalls that this was different, sitting on the cold vibrating 
floor near the open door with a chill of anticipation and from the cold moist air, attached to 
the hoist wire, listening in the helmet headset to the tentative talk of the pilots, with the 
crewman calling the distance to one very high tree near where they wanted to be.  No one 
spoke of what might be on the ground.  With a „go‟ from the pilot and „thumbs-up‟ from the 
crewman, Sgt Jensen was out the door, steadied, then on his way down.  He got his first 
glimpse of the wreckage about half way down but the tall trees next to the aim point, made 
the hoist all the more difficult as it required a few „ups and downs and bounces‟, before he 
was on the ground and relieved to see a walking survivor – Cfn Edwards - nearby.  While the 
aircraft went to pick up SSgt Chambers. Cfn Edwards briefed Sgt Jensen on the condition of 
the three other survivors who were all lying and covered warmly under the shelter which he 
had erected the previous afternoon.  All smiled with relief but it was obvious that Lt Subandi 
was the most critical and that all three would have to be evacuated on the Stokes litter. Cfn 
Edwards had not seen anyone else in the area since the crash.  The sound of the aircraft 
returning quickly was a relief and SSgt Chambers was soon down safely and Cfn Edwards was 
then put on the hoist to be evacuated. 

 
 Back at Wamena, the weather was overcast and the clouds hung in the valley.  I remember 
thinking at the time that they would not be able to land the C130 in those conditions on a 
greasy grass strip of about 5000ft.   I was planning that we would have to divert it on to Biak 
and we would have to evacuate everyone back there with a Caribou, but of course at that 
time I did not know the condition of the survivors. The Caribou on the ground was able to 
advise the C130 and talk it down.  I will not forget the feeling as it dropped out of the murk 
of the end of the airstrip and landed without incident. 
 
On the flight into Wamena,  Soetrisnoe and I discussed the possibility of Subandi being badly 
injured and I put it to him that Subandi should go to Australia in the Medevac aircraft as I 
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believed he would receive better care.  Soetrisnoe agreed but it was a brave decision for him 
as in effect he was admitting that Subandi would not get adequate care in the Indonesian 
system and this may have consequences for him (Soetrisnoe) at a later date.  Immediately on 
landing at Wamena, Soetrisnoe took off to placate the local military commander who was in 
the midst of commanding a two battalion operation against the OPM who by now was 
nonplussed by all the activity on his patch.  To his and Soetrisnoe‟s credit, he offered no 
objection and happily waived all the diplomatic niceties that he could have insisted on but 
did insist that a TNI AU Air Force Ranger who was trained in search and rescue be involved. 
Meanwhile the Rescue C130 had landed, offloaded the medical pallet, fuel and SAS patrol.  
The SAS patrol was immediately loaded on the helicopter and flown out to the crash scene 
where they could be winched down in relative ease as the site had been cleared by SSgt 
Chambers and Sgt Jensen. 

 
Back at the crash site, the helicopter had headed back to Wamena, about 15 minutes away, 
to pickup a doctor before any further evacuations. The three remaining survivors were in 
shock of course, all badly injured, but comfortable enough from Cfn Edward‟s commendable 
first aid and survival efforts. All hoped that the weather would not close in before the 
helicopter returned.   Meanwhile the two surveyors started clearing vegetation to improve the 
site for hoisting operations and established communications with the returning helicopter.  
Next down was the doctor, who the surveyors expected to be the Force RAAF doctor from 
Biak, but was Captain McLean, SASR Regimental Medical Officer.  Greg and Peter knew 
nothing about the SASR as they had arrived in Wamena after the surveyors had departed. 
McLean was armed and after quickly briefing the surveyors that an SASR patrol would be 
inserted, attended to the injured to prepare them for evacuation.  Next down was an 
Indonesian SAR SGT who was apparently trained to parachute into aircraft crash sites.  
Warrant Officer Frank Cashmore, SASR, then came down, bristling with weapons, and when he 
asked Jensen what „state‟ (weapons – unload, load, action, instant) were they at, he looked 
dumbfounded when the answer was „only got machetes‟.  Cashmore spent some time on a 
perimeter clearing patrol and soon found that the moss forest was a real challenge for anyone 
who might approach the site.  Apparently the SASR brief was that „hostiles‟ might be in the 
area and might try to interfere with the rescue.  Lt Subandi was the first evacuated on the 
litter which was very difficult to carry a few metres across the steeply sloping moss forest 
debris to the hoist point.  Evacuation of all survivors continued through late morning after 
which the site completely clouded in before the body of the pilot could be retrieved from the 
wreckage which was upside down, with a broken tail boom and the nose buried in the moss 
forest.   
 
The afternoon was spent improving the area for hoisting operations and preparing for the 
night, building a platform wide enough for five to sleep covered with a canvas fly.  After 
dinner, from the survey rations on the helicopter rather than the combat rations in the 
survival kits, the sleeping arrangements were of great concern to the Indonesian SGT.  Dinner 
chat was about the OPM, with the SASR just shaking their heads at the thought of being a 
surveyor, unarmed with what was only half a patrol (three men), in very remote and rough 
terrain with day/night support not guaranteed because of terrain and weather.  The 
Indonesian SGT was not comfortable with the possibility of OPM being in the area, but was 
less comfortable about sleeping with the SAS.  After much discussion it was agreed that the 
SGT would sleep in the middle, flanked by a surveyor on each side with one SAS on each 
outside. It rained most of the night but all were dry and warm, although it was very cold at 
the high altitude.  There were no security incidents.   Next morning, after the cloud cleared, 
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the helicopter returned to insert the SASR patrol, the RAAF personnel, and to extract the two 
surveyors. 
 
Cfn Phil Edwards was the first of the survivors to be winched from the crash site as he was 
least injured and could be winched out without the use of a „stokes litter‟,  Once on board he 
passed forward to the pilot his assessment of the injuries on an Indonesian banknote and this 
information was relayed back to Wamena.  This was the moment when we learnt of the death 
of Flt Lt Taylor.  The medical staff had in the meantime had co-opted the facilities of the 
mission hospital offered by the mission doctor and aided by Cfn Edward‟s description of the 
injuries were able to prepare for the casualties as the came in.  The injuries in layman‟s 
terms and as I remember them were 
 

 Flt Lt Ralph Taylor, died on impact or shortly thereafter, 

 Flt Lt Greg Cashmere, badly fractured elbow, knee and hip, 

 LAC Peter Sinclair, fractured pelvis, 

 Lt Subandi ruptured large intestine, and  

 Cfn Phil Edwards, broken ankle. 
 
I sat with Cfn Edwards as he was the least injured and was attended to last.  Subandi was 
assessed as the most injured and was attended to first.  Much of what I have related here as 
to what happened on the ground at the scene comes from the conversation I had with him at 
that time.  By late afternoon, all the injured had been attended to and the rescue C130 took 
off for Australia with the injured.  I remember watching it go with one of the American 
missionaries and he said „you must be proud to be an Australian, our government would never 
do that for us‟ and I was…… 
 
Sqn Ldr Gordon French, with an eye on what would be the inevitable investigation had tasked 
one of the porter aircraft that was fitted with an RC 10 aerial camera to overfly and 
photograph the crash scene at low level.  The camera operator was Cpl Bruce Hammond, 
RASvy and the task was accomplished seemingly with out incident.  It wasn‟t until the aircraft 
had returned to Biak and one of the pilots went to retrieve the gust locks that were stored 
under the camera operator‟s seat when he found that the locks had been damaged.  Further 
investigation revealed that a round fired from below the aircraft had passed through the 
outer skin, through the gust locks just to the rear of where the operator had his feet, on 
through the back of the seat and was lodged in a thick role of panelling plastic that was 
stowed behind the operator‟s seat.  The tip of the round was just tipping and had marked the 
oxygen bottle mounted at the rear of the cabin.  This information was passed back to us at 
Wamena and the implication was that some form of hostile force in the vicinity of the crash 
scene where at this stage we still had the SAS patrol and the pilot‟s body.  
 
I was intent on abandoning the scene as quickly as possible but the early next day, a second 
C130 arrived at Wamena with a second UH1H helicopter and crew, and a second SAS patrol to 
continue on to evacuate the site. The captain of this helicopter was Flt Lt Spyder Ryder  I 
found myself in conversation with the Air Officer Commanding Operational Command (AOC 
OPCOM) via the HF radio on the C130 who was intent (and rightly) on evacuating the pilots 
body.  He understood my concerns and that I was concerned at putting more life at risk, but 
he prevailed.  Between that day and the next the pilot‟s body was retrieved together with 
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     TNI Honour Guard Farewelling Ralph Taylor’s coffin 

 

some sensitive components of the aircraft, the remains of the aircraft destroyed by the SAS 
patrols and the site abandoned.  

 
Major Soetrisnoe had preceded 
me back to Biak and it now 
seemed that the Indonesian 
authorities had asked to 
conduct a ceremony at Biak to 
honour the pilot and formally 
farewell his body from 
Indonesia.  By chance we had 
happened to have the senior 
chaplain From FF Comd, 
Chaplain Denby Holmes on a 
staff visit.  Between WO Ross 
Burns, Chaplain Holmes and 
Major Soetrisnoe a form of 
ceremony was organized but 
this was unbeknown to me.  
Ross Burns came into his own, 
as together with his interpreter 
skills and good old sense of the 
infantry warrant officer of 
knowing what was appropriate.  
I arrived back at Biak on the 
C130 with the pilot‟s body, a bit 
dishevelled to say the least to 
find that I was about to take 
part in the ceremony.  I found 
my uniform cleaned and 

pressed, shoes polished (better than I would ever have done) and coached through my part by 
Ross.  Ralph Taylor was farewelled with honour guard, band and Christian service, the best 
possible end to a very sad occasion. 
 
Consequent (and subsequent) to the incident: 
 

 Flt LT Taylor‟s name was added to the Australian War Memorial Remembrance Book in 

2008, see http://www.awm.gov.au/research/people/remembrance_book/ 

 The cause of the accident was determined that the aircraft suffered a „blade stall‟.   

 Cfn Phil Edwards was awarded the „Bravery Medal‟ He subsequently applied for the Officer 
Cadet School (OCS), was selected and graduated into RAEME.  Last heard, he was serving 
as a Brigadier in Logistic Command in Melbourne. I did hear from a classmate of his that 
the adjutant at OCS at the time challenged his right to wear the “Bravery Medal‟  ribbon 
but was quickly put right by the RSM. 

 Sqn Ldr Arthur Lowe, the pilot of the second aircraft and the detachment commander was 
awarded the Air Force Cross for his skill in flying the aircraft on the day of and the day 
following the incident.  The aircraft was later found with a crack in the tail boom caused 

http://www.awm.gov.au/research/people/remembrance_book/
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by the extended period the aircraft was operating on full tail rotor pitch while the pilot 
was trying to maintain position whilst winching at high altitude. 

 SSgt Greg Chambers and Sgt Peter Jensen were both commended by the General Officer 
Commanding Field Force Command.  I believe that the award did not match the conduct, 
their award had been downgraded from a Bravery Medal as Cfn Edward‟s award had been 
downgraded from a Cross of Valour.  Both volunteered without hesitation to be winched 
into a site which in itself was dangerous enough but they had no idea what they were 
being winched into.  SSgt Chambers served on until he reached 20 years service and 
retired from the Army with the rank of WO1.  Sgt Jensen served on, was commissioned 
and served as exchange officer with the US Defence Mapping Agency and finally retired as 
a Lieutenant Colonel.  

 Sgt Peter Jensen occupied his next control point with his team in the days after the 
incident but had to be withdrawn before the observations were complete as the 
missionary advised us that the OPM were moving in on the site with the intent to capture 
the Indonesian weapons and perhaps capture the Australians and hold them hostage. One 
of the missionaries there was a woman of real faith as her husband was murdered and 
cannibalised by the locals (not OPM) only a few years before our visit. 

 The senior RAAF nurse who was part of the team, Flt Lt J Harrison was awarded the 
Imperial Medal – ARRC for her service that day.  When she retired and was reported in the 
June/‟July 2005 edition of „Air Mail‟ a publication of the Air Force Association, as 
describing the hospital at Wamena that day as „I have seen better kept chook runs‟ and 
her description goes on in derogatory terms.  The conditions were not good and I would be 
the first to admit but to describe them in those terms was an insult to the mission doctor 
there at the time, who was going out of his way to help and working under extremely 
difficult conditions. 

 The „gust locks‟ from the Porter aircraft that were damaged are now an exhibit at the 
AAVN museum. 

 Major IR Soetrisnoe reported back to his superiors that Subandi had been the first treated.  
This information was passed to the highest levels within the Indonesian Authorities and 
comment was made to me to that effect by the Australian Ambassador and also by senior 
Indonesian Officers.  In short, the Indonesians were incredulous that we would do such a 
thing.  Soetrisnoe subsequently left the Indonesian Army and worked for the World Bank. 

 Lt Subandi survived his injuries after spending an extended time in Australian hospitals.  
He returned to duty in Indonesia but died of an unrelated illness some years later 

 The mission hospital at Wamena gained a large amount of medical stores that were left 
behind by the medical team for which the Doctor was very grateful. 

 Fl Lt Spyder Ryder and his crew remained to support the remainder of the ground control 
operation and got very close to the missionaries at Wamena and the Missionary Air 
Fellowship (MAF) Pilots.  Some days later, a missionary couple from a mission down the 
valley had returned to Wamena from Jaya Pura after seeing their children off to school in 
the US. They prevailed on one of the MAF pilots to fly them back to their mission station 
even though it was late afternoon. (a bad time to be flying in that area).  The pilot, whilst 
dodging cloud managed to land on the strip – but too fast and over – ran. The aircraft was 
not badly damaged or the occupants badly injured but the fuel tank ruptured, the 
escaping fuel ignited and the occupants incinerated.  Spyder and his crew on hearing of 
the accident offered to assist.  They had to „ground taxi‟ the aircraft down the valley 
some thirty to forty kilometres to the crash scene but could do little to help.  A hard time 
for Spyder and his crew.  
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 Following my return to Australia I learnt that earlier in the 1977 phase of the operation 

when the presence of the OPM became obvious, AHQ proposed that I be replaced by an 
arms (Infantry) officer and I remain as his advisor.  That proposal was quashed by the 
Comd FF Comd, Maj Gen D B Dunstan together with some colourful language (so I was 
advised by the DSvy – A at the time.) 

 The second SAS patrol was commanded by Lt Jim Wallace who became the DSAF in the 
late 1990‟S  

 Some years later, I met the captain of the aircraft that had spent the night orbiting over 
the crash scene.  He said that they had no real idea as to why they were there.  I was able 
to pass on to him, Cfn Edward‟s comment and he undertook to pass it on to the rest of the 
crew of that aircraft at the time and how important it was for those on the ground. 

 Also many years later, Peter Jensen, now a Lieutenant Colonel visited Indonesia with a 
team from Defence to discuss a future Mapping and Charting programme.  The Indonesians 
hosted dinner and Peter was introduced as the man who ensured that an injured 
Indonesian officer was evacuated before the Australians from the crash scene.  The 
Indonesians had not forgotten.       

 
 
 

Tall Tales & True 
 

 
THE EBONY PLANKS 
By Don Swiney 

 

It was 1977, the second year of Operation Cenderawasih in Irian Jaya.  After a bit of a shaky 
start, things had got under way and the operation was up and running.  We still had our base 
camp on the island of Biak and we had become pretty well known.  We had finally broken 
through the reserve of the missionaries and we were getting a fair bit of information on the 
„goings on‟ in the province from them.  It was from that source that we heard a rumour, and 
that was all it was, that there was an Australian at a timber lease North East of Nabire (down 
in the „birds neck‟) who had broken a leg and that the Indonesian Company was reluctant or 
did not have the resources to evacuate him.  I checked with our medical officer as to what 
the implications would be if someone had broken a limb and did not receive medical aid in a 
reasonable time.  His response was that it could be very serious, a simple break could well 
become tubercular and a more serious break even more drastic.  We knew of the timber lease 
as it was almost on our direct path South to Darwin and it had been over flown many times. 
We had a helicopter going in the general direction the next day so I got them to land to find 
out what the story was.   
 
The story was true and the sole Australian supervisor of the timber lease had in fact broken 
his femur and was in a pretty bad way. It happened by chance that we had a resupply 
Hercules in that day and with the approval of the Indonesian Authorities loaded him on board 
dosed up with morphine and away he went.  I thought no more of it. I don‟t remember his 
name but I think it was „Mark‟ so lets call him that. The following year we were once again re 
established ourselves in Biak.  He turned up at our camp, fully recovered after a long period 
in a Brisbane hospital and recuperation and he was back operating the timber lease.  He was 
mightily grateful and was looking for a way to repay us which of course was out of the 
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question.  We did, however, from then on see a fair bit of him as his tug that would tow his 
timber rafts back to Singapore would refuel and resupply in Biak and he was required to be 
there to deal with the Indonesian bureaucracy.  Mark hungered for a bit of Australian 
company and for a reliable source of cold beer and as he was personable enough, we had no 
objections and he used our camp as a bit of a base.   
 
He had developed the timber lease quite significantly from his account and had got to the 
stage where he was building houses for both himself and his workers and he was intending to 
bring his wife up from Australia and in fact did shortly after.  He had invited me on a number 
of occasions to visit what had now become a bit of a village that made up the base of the 
lease.  I was reluctant but as the operation wore on and all the ground activity had ceased 
and there was only the air photography remaining I agreed.  We had to maintain a Caribou on 
site for search and rescue purposes and the pilots, now with little to do, having to make up 
their hours by continuation training, were quite happy for a diversion.  We set off one 
Saturday after I assured myself that there would be no operational flying that day and that 
we would be back relatively early the next day. We buzzed his base and flew on to Nabire to 
await the lakatoi (native outrigger canoe) to bring us back.  When I saw how we were to 
travel I regretfully decided not to risk my fairly new and to my mind, fairly expensive camera 
and left it locked in the Caribou.  We did however make the trip without mishap and arrived 
at what I can only describe as a fairly extraordinary place.  
 
It seemed that when the timber lease first opened, he was landed on the coast with a few 
workers and chain saws.  As he cleared an area he was able to land bulldozers and other 
items of plant and development sped up accordingly.  The cut logs were dragged into the sea 
where they were bundled into rafts and towed back to Singapore or alternately singularly 
lifted over the side of a ship and taken further afield.  The timber was of very high quality 
and some was ebony so I would think that the profit would be huge.   In the area of his 
village, he was careful to ensure that all the timber was cut such that all the remaining 
stumps were of the same level.  The buildings were built on the stumps with walkways 
between.  The whole village ended up about a metre off the ground which of course solved 
the drainage problem.  On closer inspection we could see that all the construction was of 
timber from planks sawn on site in a „pit saw‟, all the joints were carefully mortised and 
pinned with hardwood pins.  As far I could see, there were no nails used anywhere in the 
construction.  After our tour he then proposed that during the night, the blokes on the pit saw 
would saw two ebony planks for me to take back to Australia.  I couldn‟t see how I could ever 
get such items past quarantine and anyway I wasn‟t keen on people working through the night 
on my account.  He insisted and eventually the Caribou pilot said that if I didn‟t want them, 
could he have them.  I agreed and that‟s what happened. 
 
The next morning, the planks were down on the beach alongside the lakatoi.  They were 
about two inches thick, about two feet wide and about eight to ten feet long.  Ebony is very 
heavy (it doesn‟t float) and when they and us were loaded there was not much in the way of 
freeboard for our trip back to Nabire.  I positioned myself as close as I could to the Caribou 
pilot having warned him that if we go down, he as sure as hell was going with me.  We arrived 
again without incident, made our farewells and then found out how heavy ebony planks really 
were when we had to carry them from the beach back up to the Caribou and that was after 
taxi-ing the aircraft to the end of the strip to get as close as we could.  The pilot was rotated 
back to Australia shortly after and I remember seeing the planks loaded on the Herc and 
thinking what a fool he was that he had no chance getting them back through „quarantine‟. 
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Mark was able to bring his wife up to the lease to live the following year and the photo below 
is of Mark on the right, his wife, the medical officer who first attended to him and who by 
shear coincidence was back in Biak and of course myself all at the bar in Biak. 
 
Some years later, when I was posted to Field Force Command in Sydney, I was waiting for 
some interminable period out at RAAF Base Richmond to get on a Herc to go somewhere.  It 
was at a time of stringency when we all had to fly RAAF courier because someone had run out 
of money.  I was idling my time away, bored out of my tree when I was tugged on the sleeve 
by a RAAF Flight Lieutenant.  “Do you remember me” he asked.  No I didn‟t but presumed 
that he was one of the many pilots who cycled through Biak so I pretended that I did.  RAAF 
pilots all look the same to me anyway.  He turned out to be the pilot who had brought back 
the ebony planks.  “You didn‟t get them back in did you?”  I asked.  It seemed he did and 
knew a lot more about timber and quarantine regulations than I did.  The timber was of 
course too hard for any borers and passed through without any difficulty.  Furthermore, his 
father was a cabinet maker and had used the planks to make a coffee table and a book case 
using the bits left over to make jewellery boxes. 
 
Sometimes, even now, I fantasize about an ebony coffee table and what a great memento it 
would have been.  
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PNG Plaque 
 
Bob Skitch has provided the following picture of the plaque being set in at the Koki Point 
Remembrance Park.  Congratulations to all concerned. 
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Vale  
 
GRAEME PRIESTLEY 
  
1205722   Graeme Arthur Priestley passed away 12 Nov 2010.   Danny Galbraith received a call 
from Wendy Moline advising that Graeme had passed away in Singapore.   He had been living 
the past few years in Singapore and Cambodia teaching English.  He served twenty years in 
the Corps and was 57 – I think.   
 
HARRY WRIGHT 
(from Gary Warnest) 

 
31186 (VX30253) Harry James Wright.  From Gary Warnest – „It is with sadness that I report 
the passing of the youngest "Rat of Tobruk" our very own Harry Wright.  He had been the 
secretary of the Rats Association in Melbourne for the last some years. His passing is reported 
through his daughter to Stu Symonds.  Details unknown although Harry had become more frail 
over the last few years. Harry had a distinguished military (Rat of Tobruk, Vietnam Training 
Team) and Survey Corps career. Harry Retired as a Transport WO2 in 1975.  His service record 
is from 1948  but not sure how his Tobruk service fits in with this date. Harry is pictured on 
Page 61 of the Mapmakers of Fortuna loading fuel onto a RAAF aircraft and not exactly in 
military uniform.  Will publish an account of his Tobruk service in the next Magna Carto.‟ 
 
EDWARD FRANCIS HUNTER 
 
NX106453 (N49413) Edward Francis Hunter passed away peacefully - notified in the Sydney 
Morning Herald of 18 Dec.  I had the pleasure of talking with Ted before I re-published his 
war-time story from Morotai in our Newsletter Issues 2/10 and 3/10.  He was in hospital at 
the time and was confident the stay was only temporary.  A very nice bloke to talk to and will 
be sadly missed by all who knew him. 
 
BRIAN REDSTON 
From Charlie Watson 

 
33553  Brian Geoffrey Redston passed away 14 Jan 2011.  Sadly I have to report the death of 
our esteemed friend Brian Redston.  Brian was a WO2 Printer who worked for many years in 
the JIB/JIO /DIO printing Detachment in Canberra.  I first met Brian in 1969 when I joined the 
Beach Survey Team in Canberra (attached to DSVY) but tasked by JIB.  I found Brian to be 
very friendly, a relationship which has lasted for many years, although we did not meet often 
in later years.  Sadly, most of the Detachment of those years have now passed on.   
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ROAC - Not sure of the year  

 

Photo Gallery 
Photos, old and new, related to RASvy Corps activities. 

 
 

 
1/85 ROAC 

 


