

  

    
      
    

  




  QUO VADIS


  That’s the Story of My Life


  Written for my children by
Leonard George Turner.
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    His nibs - 3 years old
  

  I was born in Pahiatua, New Zealand on 5th January 1932. Pahiatua is a small town in the Wiararapa district on the east coast of the North Island, about 150kms north of Wellington.


  My mother was the daughter of William Henry Boyens and Elizabeth Dermott. She was born on the 4th January, 1899 in Kaikoura on the east coast of the South Island (near an area recently used as the site of the beach scenes for the film ‘The Piano’). Her father, who was a mechanical engineer, moved from Kaikoura to take up a position at the cheese factory in Pahiatua while my mother was still a young girl.


  She was christened Cora Georgina and was one of five children to the marriage. She also had three stepbrothers and a stepsister. Her father had previously been married to her mother’s sister but when his wife died, her sister housekept for him and took care of the children, as was often the case in those days. She subsequently married William and they had five more children, including my mother. Two of these children died at a young age. As I recall one of these was called Doss who was killed in a fall from a horse, while the other died in the flu epidemic that followed the First World War.


  My Auntie Muriel was mother’s older sister. She lived in Timaru, south of Christchurch when I knew her. Her married name was Morrison and they had three children, Bill, Tom and Linda. Tom was my hero as a boy as he played full back for the All-Blacks when I was young. Linda, who was closest to our family, married Jack Smithers, who went into partnership with Tom in a menswear shop in Wellington.


  Mother’s younger brother was called Ivan and he worked for the Post Office. I recall he worked on the installation of telephone lines in and around Hamilton at one stage, but is best remembered by me as the Postmaster in Raratonga, the capital of the Cook Islands in the Pacific Ocean. He held that position for about seven years prior to his retirement to Wanganui. His wife’s name was Moira and they had three children, Reon, Anne and John. We still communicate with Reon, whose married name is Johnston and who still lives in Wanganui. I believe John, now a school headmaster, is compiling a family tree of the Boyens family but we have yet to see the result.


  Of mother’s stepfamily I know less. I can vaguely remember meeting Uncle Tadje at Grandma Boyens’ house, while Uncle Bill was apparently the ‘black sheep’ of the family and not talked about very much. Uncle Dick, who was a little bird-like man, we saw more often and he is etched in my mind for going on a bicycling tour in his nineties! Auntie Lizzie was close to my mother and so we saw more of her perhaps. She lived in Lower Hutt, out of Wellington and I can remember spending a holiday with her, the highlight of which was a visit to the Cadbury’s biscuit factory and a selection of free biscuits!


  On my father’s side there were seven in his family and two other children who did not survive childhood. He was born on the 10th January 1892. His father’s name was George (my middle name) and his mother’s Catherine (after whom my sister Cath is named). Her maiden name was Ratcliffe (my brother Alan’s middle name). As a young married couple with three or four children, they immigrated to New Zealand and took up a virgin piece of country to start a dairy farm in the Hukanui district not far from Pahiatua. Dad, the youngest of the children, had five sisters, Celia, Jean, Kitt, Edith and Nell, and a brother Bert, about two years his senior. The brothers were very close, riding horses to school together, both serving overseas in the First World War and then returning to work on their father’s farm. Before long they used their returned servicemen’s grant to purchase a farm together at Tatramoa, another district not far from Dannevirke.


  In the early 1920s, Dad’s father and mother retired to Pahiatua. However, not long after this my grandfather was killed trying to stop a runaway horse and gig. It was decided that Dad should move in with his mother and he got a job with a farm produce store in Pahiatua. Uncle Bert bought Dad’s share of the farm, married Auntie Jess and they had three children. George the eldest later became Professor of English at Adelaide University, the other son Dave took over the farm when Uncle Bert retired while the daughter Betty married and moved to Wellington. Her married name is Armstrong and she and Cath still keep in touch as they are of a similar age and got on well together as youngsters.  I believe Betty is doing some work on the history of the Turner family.
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    Mother with Ivan and Don
  

  Meanwhile, mother had finished school and found work as a bookbinder and printer’s assistant with the local newspaper. At the age of twenty she met and married Wilfred Benton who worked at the same cheese factory as her father. Soon after, in September 1919 their first son Donald, who we later knew better as Curly, was born. About a year later, when mother was expecting their second child, Wilfred suddenly became ill with cancer and died shortly after.


  Understandably, mother never talked much about what a devastating loss this must have been to her, but I do know she moved back to stay with her mother and father to await the arrival of her second son Ivan (who was later nicknamed Snow) in February 1921.
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    Cath, and me on Dad’s knee
  

  As it happened, the Boyens’ house was right next door to the one to which the Turners had retired. Mother has since told us that by about 1925, she noticed a new and younger face at the neighbour’s and, after the occasional greeting with doffed hat, particularly while trimming the intervening hedge, Dad finally asked Mother out. It has also been suggested that the hedge in question seemed to need trimming much more often than most! As they say in the classics – the rest is history. After they married they lived in Pahiatua for a time during which Cath was born on 2 July 1928 and I came along in 1932.


  I was amused to learn much later that, during the period when Don and Ivan were going to school in Pahiatua, they went to the local show one year and, rather than walk home they nicked a bike and one dinked the other home. Not wishing to have to explain where the bike came from, they dumped it in a ditch amongst some bushes near home. A couple of days later a reward was offered in the local paper for anyone finding a particular bike. Of course its description matched the one the boys had ‘borrowed’ so they recovered it from the bushes and boldly took it to the police station to claim the reward!




  By 1935, Dad had decided to get a farm of his own and that is how we came to move to a district known as Ihakara, three miles north of Levin on the road between there and Palmerston North. The farm consisted of 30 acres of partially developed land suitable for dairying with an existing 1920s style house. Dad set about improving the property by ploughing and sowing new pastures as well as producing crops such as mangolds, swedes, turnips, maize and green oats to feed the livestock. He also cut hay and sometimes ensilage from selected paddocks each year, the harvesting and stacking of which was a cooperative effort of neighbouring farmers. By the time I was aware of what it was all about, there were about 23 milking cows, a bull, a few young calves and heifers, a horse, a boar and about three sows producing litters each year and Mother’s chooks, lorded over by a solitary rooster. Mother was kept very busy helping Dad with the farm chores, including milking cows twice a day. In 1939, she found herself to be pregnant again and my brother Alan was born on 21 September. Alan was a bonny little baby but as he grew up it was realised that he was rather a slow learner and was not that robust after all. We often wondered whether this could have been exacerbated by the fact that Mother had to continue to do the heavy farm work almost until Alan was due.
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    Yours truly in back row on right
  

  Although I can’t recall it, Mother later told me that when we first arrived in Ihakara I would ask if I could “go and see the farm”. Presumably I would then go exploring although at that age I doubt whether I ever went all that far from the house! This idyllic existence was cut short abruptly by the need to go to school. Cath had already braved the mile journey to the Ihakara side school (which was a one teacher school catering for children from primers to Standard 3) for two years, so she was able to hold my hand while I embarked on what was for me a terrifying experience. Our teacher, Miss Forsyth, was a kindly soul but I suspect she thought I was a bit of a dreamer if not outright lazy! This suspicion may be somewhat coloured by the fact that during the first week at school I got a rap over the knuckles with a ruler for not paying attention. I didn’t see it coming so I guess it was well deserved as well. My other humiliating experience at the side school was when we were asked to compose a letter as an English comprehension exercise. I wrote what I thought was a very creditable letter to my Aunt. Miss Forsyth read it out to the pupils as an example of good composition, only to finish by quoting my signing off as “Your loving niece (sic)”!


  I started off riding my tricycle to the side school while Cath rode her two-wheeler. Later, I graduated to a second-hand bicycle of my own and continued to ride this when I followed her to the primary school in Levin. I never enjoyed riding my bike the three miles to school. My first question on coming out to breakfast was apparently “which way is the wind blowing”. It was invariably a westerly, which meant that even on the downhill leg, which was about half the journey, I would have to pedal into an icy cold wind while the frost was still on the ground. Of course, by the time school was over the wind would have dropped so that I had to push my way up the same leg without any wind assistance. At least, that is the way I remember it!


  Don and Ivan had of course come with my parents to Levin but neither went on with their education. Don went to work on a dairy farm in an adjacent district while Ivan joined the navy as a seaman boy at the age of fifteen. Don was called up at the beginning of the 2nd World War and both he and Ivan were on active service for the duration. Don served mainly on patrol boats and minesweepers in the Pacific while Ivan specialised in gunnery and was on the cruiser HMNZS Achilles during the battle of the River Plate off South America where the German pocket battleship ‘Graf Spee’ was engaged by three allied cruisers. The German ship took cover in Montevideo harbour where her captain, fearing that a superior force was being assembled to continue the engagement if he returned to international waters, decided to scuttle the battleship just outside the harbour. Three days later the poor captain committed suicide, probably having learnt that his fears had been groundless. I recall that the crew of the Achilles, including Ivan, was given a hero’s welcome when the ship returned to New Zealand. He later served on the other N.Z. wartime cruiser, the Leander and saw action again in the Indian Ocean against the German cruiser ‘Rommel’.


  The exploits of my stepbrothers during the war made a big impression on me but I am sure my mother would have been much happier if they had been able to stay home! Meanwhile, my schooling continued although we were certainly made aware of the war with many New Zealanders serving overseas. We kept informed of the progress of the war mainly through listening to the BBC broadcast of the news at 9pm each night. The threat of invasion by the Japanese caused quite a bit of concern and I remember trenches being dug in the playing fields at school. Air raid drills were carried out involving the sounding of a siren and the scurrying of all the pupils into their designated stretch of the trenches. Dad was too old to be called up but served in the Home Guard. He was in a company that was responsible for machine gun emplacements along our extensive beach. He always said that if the Japanese had landed there our men would have lasted about five minutes. Other than that and quite severe rationing of petrol, clothing and certain foods, life went on pretty happily for us primary school pupils.


  That is not to say that I was all that happy at school. Being a ‘country’ boy I was not really accepted by the ‘town’ boys. As I was reasonably good at class work I got on quite well with the teachers, which of course made me even less popular with my peers to whom teachers were the enemy! However I survived primary school and started high school in 1944 at the Horowhenua College, which had only been opened in 1940. Having got through the humiliating initiation ceremony of having one’s face blackened and school cap stolen by the older boys, I was made to take an intelligence test. The result of that and my reports from primary school led to me being streamed into a ‘professional’ course rather than trades or commerce. I have always suspected that an added influence may have been that “if he is the brother of that Cathie Turner he must be intelligent”. One huge bonus of going to college was that we were able to catch the school bus, which brought pupils from the neighbouring town of Shannon. This meant I only had to ride my bike into town when I wanted to!


  Cath was two years ahead of me at school, which was a mixed blessing. She was always looking out for her little brother but at the same time set such a high academic standard that she was a hard act to follow. Cath was dux of the college in her matriculation year (the fifth year of high school) and, as she was still too young to go to Teachers College, which she had her heart set on doing, she did another year at Horowhenua. That year she again topped the school academically, being given the rare distinction of gaining the title of Dux Emeritus! Meanwhile I struggled on, hating most of the school work I had to do and loathing the homework we were set even more.
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    The 7½ stone Rugby team, 1945
  

  I quite enjoyed sports activities at school although I was never a world-beater at any of them. I played rugby rather badly, insisting on being allowed to play full back in the misguided belief that I could emulate my cousin Tom! To this end Dad even erected a set of goal posts in our house paddock so I could practice my goal kicking. My summer school sport was cricket, although a select few were invited to play tennis, which was a more prestigious inter-school competition. I managed to make it into the 2nd eleven as an opening bat and wicket keeper. I never made many runs as I was inclined to stonewall which is probably why they thought I might make it as an opener. However I did take part in some inter-school matches and continued to play for the College old boys after I left school. Although we all had to compete in athletic events on sports days, nobody ever suggested that I train in athletics, for which I am eternally grateful. I remember one sports day in particular. At the completion of the events we were told over the loudhailer to return to school prior to the final bell and that there was to be no ‘skylarking’ en route. I can’t even remember who it was I started a game of push and shove with. But I do remember looking up from my position pinned to the ground by him to see first a large pair of shoes, surmounted by long trousers and in the distant sky the face of Mr Haley, the sports master. We were told to report to the headmaster but as this was Friday afternoon that meant waiting until Monday morning to learn our fate. It was a very long weekend! We each duly received six of the best from a large leather strap wielded by the headmaster and I for one was quite ready never to do anything wrong ever again.


  My other sporting love at that time was tennis. The little side school at Ihakara had a couple of asphalt courts and, having learned to play there with Cath, I enjoyed being able to take part in the weekend social games arranged by a small group of local enthusiasts. I continued to play there and occasionally in other social matches until I left home some years later.




  I finished my third year of high school in 1946, having sat and (just) passed the School Certificate examination. As I turned fifteen before the new school year I was not obliged to go on and managed to persuade my parents that I would be better off working. We all realised that I was not going to work happily on the farm with a view to taking over from Dad. I had some idea of going on to the Massey Agricultural College in Palmerston North to study Ag. Science or some such but was obviously not too enthusiastic. Cath was already away at Teachers College in Wellington so there was really no way that Dad’s farm income could help to support both of us in an academic institution. It was decided that if I could find a job before the start of the school year I wouldn’t have to go back to college. Needless to say I set about getting one with much more gusto than I had ever shown towards my schoolwork and soon became the storeroom boy at the local grocer’s. I was paid the handsome sum of twenty-seven shillings and sixpence ($2.75) per week. I gave Mother ten shillings for board, my Grandmother (who was by then widowed and living with us) ten shillings towards paying off the brand new three speed bike she had paid for and that I now had to again ride into town. That left me with the princely sum of seven and sixpence to myself.


  I enjoyed working at the store. The manager, Mr Trimm, was a good boss while the oldest and longest serving employee, Mr Anderson, taught me a lot about the grocery business. The other two staff members were a local girl called Sally and a young blade who drove a Ford Model A coupe and fancied himself as a lady’s man. From them I learnt a lot about the other aspects of growing up! Initially my work consisted of off-loading and stacking tea chests, large sacks of wheat, flour, sugar, etc and weighing these into one and two pound paper bags. The bags then had to be stacked onto appropriate shelves in the shop, as were canned food and other items that I unpacked from their cartons in the storeroom. Before long I had graduated to serving customers in the shop occasionally and helping with deliveries of groceries in a van. This in turn gave me the opportunity to learn to drive although it was about a year later before I got my driver’s licence.


  About this time I also got a taste for smoking cigarettes. I thought I was very cleverly keeping this from my parents until one day I was confronted by my mother who had found matches in the pocket of my pants put out to wash and I am sure had smelt the smoke on my breath for some time anyway. I fessed up and was told to explain myself to my father. This I duly did although I did try to wait for the most auspicious occasion. Having been a smoker himself since an early age and particularly during his period in the army, he was more sympathetic than I had expected saying only that I shouldn’t smoke “too much”. Although I bought most of my cigarettes, I must confess the temptation to put a pack in my pocket while nonchalantly standing behind the cigarette counter was more than I could resist. As Mr Trimm had by this time installed a large picture window in his office overlooking the store, I am not at all sure that he was unaware of what was going on but nothing was ever said. I assume the fact that I didn’t make a habit of it got me off the hook.


  I also started to take a serious interest in girls. I can remember that even in my last year at primary school I had been fascinated by a particularly attractive P.E. teacher but was not really sure why! At college, where it was coeducational (thank goodness), there was plenty of opportunity for fraternising with the opposite sex although this was usually limited to passing innocuous notes during classes and trying to make sure you got the girl you fancied at the time as a partner at dancing lessons. By the time I started work and had a few shillings in my pocket I felt ready to think about dating girls. There were one or two who were willing to be taken to the pictures on a Saturday afternoon and the local dances offered an opportunity to meet girls without raising suspicion in concerned parents.


  Towards the end of my first year at work I was riding home one day when I noticed a man on the side of the road peering through a telescope on a tripod. I had seen a photograph in a book of a similar telescope with the operator pointing it across a deep canyon. That had caught my imagination, particularly when I read the accompanying text that described a little about the work of surveyors in exploring and measuring uncharted lands. The scene I encountered was hardly to do with such romantic exploits but was sufficiently intriguing to make me stop and ask the man what he was doing. When he explained that he was measuring out the adjacent land for a subdivision I said that I would love to do that sort of work. It transpired that he and his father, for whom he worked, were considering taking on a cadet as he was about to graduate as a surveyor and there would be room for a young apprentice.




  Thus began my association with the profession of surveying. I was duly interviewed by the father, Charles Foster and, after a six-month trial period, became articled to him as a cadet surveyor. This involved four years of articles and correspondence classes to pass the exams required to be accepted by the Survey Board as a Registered Surveyor. At that time there were only very limited opportunities to obtain a degree in surveying. The system in New Zealand (and Australia) was based on the British model under which the colonial surveyors were trained.


  My starting salary dropped to twenty-five shillings a week, but this was acceptable to me with my grand ideas of later earning more money than you could poke a stick at! Mr Foster carried on his business from his home about half way into town from our place, where he also had a fairly extensive nursery. His son-in-law worked the nursery while Mrs Foster concentrated on growing hothouse orchids and asparagus. I started work as a chainman for both Mr Foster senior and his son Stuart, who graduated soon after I started. The practise covered an area from about thirty miles south of Levin to Foxton about ten miles to the north west and past Shannon about the same distance to the north.  The Horowhenua area extends to the coast in the west and to the Tararua ranges in the east so we had quite a large catchment, being the only survey firm at that time between Wellington and Palmerston North. Fortunately, in all the five years I worked there we only had one job in the foothills of the Tararuas. They rose quite sharply from the alluvial flats of the district and had no vehicle access, which meant lugging all our survey gear up on foot!


  During this period I did quite a bit of growing up. Stuart soon had me driving the survey car to and from jobs and I got my licence during the first year. I started studying through correspondence classes with the Wellington Technical College and each year had to go to Wellington to sit exams in whatever subjects I had studied. I managed most of the fourteen exams I had to sit reasonably well but had trouble with astronomy and photogrammetry, both of which were completely new to me as we never used them in our day to day work. I enjoyed the practical side of the work, which consisted mainly of residential subdivision surveys and some boundary redefinitions and I soon graduated to carrying out simple surveys myself.


  By the time I was eighteen I had fallen madly in love with a young lass called Doreen Moss from Shannon. She and some friends used to come to the dances at our local Ihakara hall and it was not long before I summoned up the courage to ask her to dance and then to go out on other occasions with me. About this time a new boy started coming to our place periodically to do the herd testing. This involved testing the butter fat content of each cow’s milk which in turn dictated the price Dad got for his cream when it was collected by the local dairy co-op to be made into butter. The young chap was about my age and was called Dave Newey. He hailed from Wellington where his father was a salesman for a wine and spirit merchant. We soon struck up a friendship, which still exists today, and spent a lot of our leisure time together. Dave even had me stay for a couple of Christmas holidays with his parents in their home in Seatoun, a bay side suburb of Wellington.  It was during this period that I also received expensive Christmas presents through the post over three consecutive years. There was no message with them although they were postmarked Wellington. The first was a silver cigarette case, the next a leather writing compendium and the third a set of onyx cuff links. I never did find out who sent them to me, but fortunately they stopped after that so my embarrassment subsided a little.


  About that time, I purchased a second hand motor bike, much to Mother’s dismay, and rode that everywhere. It was an Aerial 500; a heavy thing that I dropped quite often but I am pleased to say I never actually fell off. I soon found, however, that the motor bike was rather a hindrance where dating was concerned. In order to treat Doreen in a manner that I considered she deserved, I started looking around for a car. Eventually I found something I thought I could afford – a little black Austin 7 with a fabric sedan body that cost 64 pounds. After selling my motor bike and pooling what other meagre savings I could find, I had 20 pounds to put towards its cost. My father graciously agreed to contribute the balance on the understanding that I payed him back over a period. It was never suggested but I suspect my mother was behind the unexpected offer. Anything to get me off that confounded motor bike!


  I was very proud of my new acquisition and drove it everywhere, even though the fabric body was rather tattered and not very waterproof. It soon came time to renew the registration, which involved getting a roadworthy certificate from the local garage. I left the car there with some trepidation and arranged to call back that afternoon to collect it. When I did the mechanic took great delight in telling me that it was okay except that the brakes were so good that when he tested them the windscreen fell out! He suggested I should try to fix it back into place with brackets and he would give me the certificate. I took the thing home with mixed feelings, being pleased that it was mechanically sound but concerned as to whether I would be able to re-affix the windscreen. My fears were well founded as I could not find a solid bit of timber in the pillar to fix a bracket to. In my frustration I started pulling at bits of panelling to find that they were all rotting and came away in my hands. That night I ended up with all the bodywork stripped off the car and no chance of getting a roadworthy until it had a new one.


  As I enjoyed woodwork and had done reasonably well at it at school, I decided to build a station wagon body on the chassis. There was a particular type of Morris that I based my design on and I set about getting the timber and other materials I needed to construct my masterpiece. I think the project took me at least six months to complete. I was reasonably satisfied with the result which included new pressed steel wheels with wider tyres than the old wire spoke ones and newly painted metal work in a sort of beige colour to go with the panelling. I must say I learnt quite a bit about woodwork, materials and the workings of a car of that vintage. I was also shifty enough to build the interior so that the back of the front seat folded across the rear foot well, making a full length platform if required. I explained to Mother that it allowed me to carry longer loads in the back!


  While all this was going on I was obliged to revert to riding my bike everywhere. I remember that one night Dave and I both had dates in Shannon, so we cycled the ten miles there together. We arranged to meet about midnight at a particular corner in Shannon to ride home again. I spent my time with Doreen and around midnight went to the designated meeting place to await Dave. After a while I sat down with my back against a lamppost and was a bit annoyed that Dave hadn’t turned up. Of course I fell asleep and didn’t stir again till the early hours of the morning. Not only was I cold, stiff, uncomfortable and mad at Dave but I had to bike all the way home on my own! It turned out that Dave had waited patiently at a different corner until he became equally mad at me and set off for home on his own.


  Another occasion on which we cycled together was more adventurous. We decided to tour the South Island pulling a small trailer to hold our camping gear and belongings. I must have been seventeen at the time because I remember being too young to be served in a pub, where the minimum drinking age was eighteen. Officially that is. It would have been during the Christmas holidays in 1952 that we set out, taking our bikes and trailer on the ferry across from Wellington to Picton and then cycling down the east coast taking it in turns to pull the trailer. I remember the first night in Picton we pitched camp in a park and, while preparing our evening meal, managed to consume a bottle of cherry brandy between us! It was a good evening, but a bit of a drag to get up and set out the next morning. I also remember arriving on Auntie Muriel’s doorstep in Timaru, tired and wet through from torrential rain we had encountered. A hot meal, warm bath and a good night’s sleep raised our spirits and before long we were heading further south to Dunedin, or at least the hills surrounding Dunedin. Having wheeled our bikes up the road that led to the summit, we crested the ridge, only to find an even steeper road down to the city at sea level below us. We satisfied ourselves with a long but distant view of the city, its beautiful harbour and surrounding foothills. That was as far as time would allow us to go anyway, so we retraced our steps and eventually arrived home, having covered some eight hundred miles on our bikes.


  
    [image: Cycling holiday]
    Cycling holiday – South Island
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    Our first camp
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    My first car
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    A work in progress
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    Dave and Kura’s Wedding
  

  Another time Dave and I looked after the farm while Dad and Mother went on a well deserved holiday. I think it was only the second holiday they had had since taking on the farm some fifteen years before. I was pretty familiar with the running of the farm of course, having helped in one way or another since I was quite young. Everything went smoothly until Dave and I went out to a dance one night. By the time we got home we had to decide whether to wait up another hour before we needed to start milking the cows at 5 o’clock, or set the alarm and have an hours sleep first. We chose the latter and promptly fell asleep. The next thing I remember was the neighbour standing over my bed in his milking clothes and gumboots, shaking me awake. He had noticed the cows all milling around our shed when he finished his milking and was concerned that something was wrong. The only thing wrong of course was that we had slept right through the alarm and it was by now about 8 o’clock. The factory truck to pick up the cream from our front gate was due about 8.30 so we got the milking started. I ran down to the gate when the truck arrived and asked the driver if he could possibly pick up our cream on a trip he did past our place later in the morning. This he agreed to do and our bacon was saved!


  In about 1945, Dad replaced his Model A Ford tourer with a 1935 Chevrolet sedan. As this was not long after I got my driver’s licence, I was also allowed to drive it on occasions. This riled Cath as Dad would not let her learn to drive in it. She had by this time completed her teacher’s training and was posted to a school near home where she had returned to live. Before long she did get her licence but could never come to terms with Dad’s attitude that girls didn’t need to know how to drive while her younger brother was even allowed to drive the family around. She had her revenge one night however as I had persuaded Dad to let me borrow the car to take Doreen to a dance in Levin. Having collected her from Shannon, I duly took Doreen to the dance after which we parked in an out of the way place past the turn off to our place. Later, in trying to negotiate the corner to get back on to our road, I managed to end up with one front wheel in a deep ditch. I am sure it had nothing to do with driving one handed at the time! Of course I couldn’t back the car out of this predicament even though it was not damaged. Fortunately another car came along and I arranged with the driver to get the local AA breakdown man to come and pull me out. This he did in due course, even though it was past midnight by then. He recognised the car and asked me whether I wanted to keep the incident quiet and pay his fee myself, or get it paid through the AA to which Dad belonged. By this time I was anxious to get Doreen home before I brought the wrath of her father down around my ears as well, so I asked him to arrange the payment through the AA. Explaining to my parents how I came to be turning out of the road I had been down ended up being punishment enough for my misdeeds!




  Eventually my car was back on the road and everything went more or less to plan until I was called up for National Service. The Government of the day, conscious of the build up of friction between Russia and the Allies into what was later called the Cold War, decided that all able bodied youths should serve in the forces when they turned eighteen. I had been in the school cadets at college and had a .22 rifle that I used to shoot rabbits, so I was quite excited about going into the real army! I was in the first intake but, by the time they got organised, I had turned nineteen before I was actually called up. My service consisted of six weeks basic training followed, after one week’s leave, by a further eight weeks corps training in an artillery regiment. The corps training took place at the Waiouru army camp high in the middle of the North Island during the winter. It was bitterly cold for most of the time but we survived and even learnt something about deploying and firing twenty-five pounder guns.
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    Raw recruits for 1st National Service intake
  

  I managed to keep my nose clean most of the time and ended up with two stripes on my sleeve, a rank called Bombardier in the Artillery. There was one occasion, however, when some of my mates and I got into hot water. Word had got around that there were spent shells easily dug up on the tank firing range. They were non-explosive practice rounds and would look good on the mantelpiece at home. Of course the firing range was off limits to us as there were also some unexploded shells there. However, we decided to go there anyway one Sunday and spent some time fossicking around. By the time we had finished we each had at least one shell. One of the boys had a particularly lethal looking one with a much more pointed nose and an inscription in the base. On returning to our barracks we showed off our treasures to the others. I decided to go for a shower and it was while I was there that I heard quite a large explosion. I soon returned to the barracks where there was a smell of cordite and a lot of very pale looking trainees. Apparently the boys had been fooling with the ‘special’ shell and one of them had thrown it to the floor to make it stick in the floorboards like a real shell would. Of course the stupid thing went off didn’t it! Fortunately no one was seriously hurt although a couple of the chaps received minor cuts from flying shrapnel. It seems that it was quite old and fortunately the explosive didn’t fully detonate. There was hell to pay afterwards. Our souvenir shells were all confiscated and another bombardier and myself were put on a charge. We were in danger of being stripped of our ranks but as it was a first offence for both of us we were given a good telling off and confined to barracks for two weeks.
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    The cream of Kiwi youth!
  

  
    [image: Artillery practice]
    25-pounder artillery practice
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    Our young subaltern
  

  Following the initial training, my National Service consisted of two weeks camp each year for a further three years. In the first of these I was selected to go on an Officer Cadet Training Unit course from which I graduated as a 1st Lieutenant. I was then posted as Regimental Survey Officer to the 3rd Royal New Zealand Artillery Regiment based in Waiouru. I attended one annual camp there, after which I was automatically promoted to 2nd Lieutenant, before my army career was overtaken by other events. I also had the opportunity to serve a three-month tour of duty in Korea, where the New Zealand artillery was engaged in battle alongside American and Australian troops against the North Korean forces. Mother was dead against the idea however, saying she had lived through two sons fighting a war and didn’t want a third risking his life for someone else’s cause. A more compelling reason for me against going was that I was still studying and sitting exams twice a year towards my survey qualifications.




  In July 1952, I completed my cadetship and continued to work for the Fosters as an assistant surveyor. If I recall correctly, I was then paid the princely sum of ten pounds a week. By March 1953, I had passed the last of my written examinations in the thirteen subjects to be studied, submitted the necessary practical work and passed a practical test in astronomy conducted in Wellington under the supervision of a Survey Board representative. This is in spite of my observations of the sun and subsequent calculations of latitude placing Wellington somewhere just inside the Antarctic Circle! The examiner said that even so, he could see that I knew what I was doing so he gave me a pass anyway. Little did he know it was the first time I had ever attempted an astronomical observation of that type. All this meant that I was issued with a Certificate of Competency by the examining authority and shortly after received my Certificate of Registration, which entitled me to undertake cadastral surveys in my own right.
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    Alan at 14 years
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    Mum and Dad in later years
  

  Being twenty-one by now and a fully qualified surveyor I became restless. I felt it was past time I left home and found new adventures. The best the firm could offer me was fourteen pounds a week and the possibility of a partnership when Mr Foster Snr retired. He had spent some time in the Colonial Survey Service in Malaya between the wars and I was fascinated by his stories of surveying in remote tropical climes. I also kept in my mind the photograph of that surveyor pointing his theodolite across a deep canyon and decided to look out for a job overseas.


  I came across one advertised in our institution journal by the Colonial Service. It was for a qualified surveyor to take up a post with the condominium government of the New Hebrides (now Vanuatu). I jumped at the chance to apply although Mother was less enthusiastic, I suspect because she felt it was only one step removed from me going to war.


  In due course I was asked to attend an interview. The recent (1999) kerfuffle over the role of the Governor General rather amused me as I know one of the duties of the Governor General of New Zealand in 1953 was to interview applicants for posts in the Colonial Service! It was a daunting prospect for a timid young country boy and I remember sitting in an immense hallway waiting to be called.


  Eventually a Royal Air Force officer, in the full regalia of an aide-de-camp, ushered me through huge double doors and I had to walk what seemed like a mile to the desk in the bay window at the other end of a commensurately huge reception room. Behind the desk was a kindly man who asked me a few simple questions. Having established that I had two of everything I needed and at least one of everything else, he wished me the best of luck (British at that) and shook me by the hand in a cordial gesture of farewell.


  The way now seemed clear for me to start a new life. There remained, however, the problem of leaving my true love behind in New Zealand. Dave, who was a bit older than me had already met and married his sweetheart. She was (and still is) a Maori girl from a small community south of Levin. Unfortunately it was a case of having to and created so much animosity with Dave’s father that he was ostracised from his family. I toyed with the idea of marrying Doreen but Mother wouldn’t hear of it at my age, so the best we could do was become engaged before I headed off. My intention was to make my fortune in a year or two and return to claim my bride and live happily ever after! My mother, who was wiser than I ever gave her credit for, was reluctant to agree even to this course of action but conceded that it at least showed good faith on my part.  Ha-ha.


  The other love of my life, my Austin station wagon, was a little less of a problem. Don, who was then living with his family in Lower Hutt, just out of Wellington, had a friend in the car business. He was able to find a buyer for it at a most agreeable price of 120 pounds. That gave me a bit of a nest egg although most of it went on an engagement ring for Doreen and the rest, with the help of a clothing allowance from my new employers, went towards buying a pith helmet and two tropical suits! The hat and suits were arranged through Uncle Tom’s menswear store in Wellington and were modelled on those worn in India during the time of the Raj. Although these made me feel a bit like the colonial surveyors I admired, I had some misgivings about the weight of the drill material from which the suits were made. I felt quite uncomfortable in them, even in New Zealand’s cool climate and as for the pith helmet, well I mean!
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    Trans-Tasman Ferry, M.V. Wanganella
  

  Eventually the big day arrived and in July 1953, I left Levin by train to join the ship in Wellington to sail to Sydney. I had learnt from previous partings from loved ones that I hated goodbyes so I insisted that nobody come to see me off on the ship and that Mother was the only one to drive me to the railway station and see me off there. The four days at sea on the M.V. Wanganella was of course a totally new experience for me. I don’t remember much of the detail now but I don’t think I was seasick. I met a few of the other passengers of course and struck up a shipboard friendship with a young girl who was returning to Malaya with her mother. Their stories of living in the tropics and particularly the milder Cameron Highlands inland from Kuala Lumpur fired my imagination and made me glad I had embarked on this madcap escapade.


  We duly arrived in Sydney and said our farewells at Darling harbour. I stayed in Sydney overnight but can’t remember where or much about my reaction to the big city with a population nearly the size of the whole of New Zealand. I was probably preoccupied with the thought of my first flight the next day.


  As there was no airport in Vila a Sunderland flying boat service offered a quicker alternative to another four days at sea. We took off from Rose Bay and the plane went from being a placid boat to a thundering submarine as the wash from the bow increasingly obscured the windows (or should that be port-holes). Just as I thought we were going to go deeper and deeper into the harbour, the nose lifted and I experienced the exhilarating feeling of flying, with the water receding below us and the relative serenity of being airborne. Commercial flying was then still a novelty and the service was based on what one could expect as a first class passenger on a ship. As we were confined in a seat for the four or five hours the journey took, the cabin crew tried to keep us occupied with meals and free drinks. Then we had the same experience landing as we had taking off except in reverse order. There was no suitable jetty at Port Vila so we were taken ashore, along with our luggage, in a lighter.


  I was to be employed by the Condominium Works Department under another surveyor, Mr Balfour. When I arrived, Mr Balfour had just started six months furlough in France. That meant that I would have to report to the Chief Engineer but he didn’t seem to know that I existed. The condominium had in effect three governments as the British and French each maintained a strong colonial presence while, by agreement, the administration of the country was carried out by the Condominium Government. As I was to discover, this made for an almost unworkable bureaucracy, as everything had to be approved by three uncooperative authorities. In the first six months or so I had only been asked to carry out two surveys both of which seemed pretty inconsequential to me. I really can’t remember how I filled in my working time but I remember that I became very frustrated and disillusioned. I decided to write a report on the role I thought the Survey Branch could play in the country, including staffing, costs and activities.  I submitted this to the Chief Engineer in due course but didn’t get the immediate response I had hoped for.


  Meanwhile I was settling in to life in Port Vila, learning colloquial French and making new acquaintances and friends. I was fascinated to notice that the French residents had taught their dogs to understand French and amused to listen to children in the mixed primary school carrying on a conversation, each in his or her own language. I was billeted in a government hostel, which I shared with three permanent residents and various transient visitors. There was only one girl there, Marilyn by name, who was a few years older than me and worked in the Treasury Department. The names of the two permanent male residents I don’t remember, but I do remember one of them suggesting, after I had been there a while, that I move into his room and share his bed! This was not my first encounter with homosexuality as my Maths teacher was inclined that way and used his authority to be overly familiar with myself and a few of my classmates. He was also our cricket coach which made it even more embarrassing when he got one of us into the games cupboard on our own. A few years after I left he was charged with molesting schoolboys and dismissed from the service. The last I heard he had obtained a position as mathematician with the National Astronomical Observatory in Wellington.


  Needless to say I rejected the offer from my hostel ‘friend’ and unfortunately that caused quite a bit of friction in the place for some time. We were left very much to our own devices in the hostel. We prepared our own breakfast and kept our spartan rooms tidy ourselves. I think there was one domestic to clean the bathroom and kitchen etc but I don’t remember the person particularly. Lunch consisted of a sandwich or something similar at the office but our evening meals were something else. The hostel was not far from the hotel in Vila so we were able to arrange to pick up a three-course meal from there each evening and take it back to the hostel to eat. It was packed in a three or four tiered set of saucepans without handles, held together by a metal strap, which passed through metal cleats on the sides of each pan and was topped by a carry handle. It was called a ‘mangebak’ (pronounced monjibark) and fascinated me as a practical solution to keeping food separated and warm while being transported. This was long before I ever heard the term takeaway but I guess it amounted to the same thing.


  A Madame Rossi, who was a kindly old soul, owned the hotel and had a son called Remi Delaveuve. Don’t ask me how that happened! Remi was a surveyor also, who worked in the Lands Department and became quite a good friend. He was also a mad keen deep-sea fisherman whose speciality was catching, cooking and presenting tuna in a beautiful mornay salad. I always made a point of eating at the hotel when Remi said he had caught some tuna that day. There was a Queensland surveyor, Norm Thoms, working with the Lands Department there at the time. Although I only met him briefly I remembered him when his name cropped up later as Professor of Surveying at Hobart University. Another acquaintance worked on one of copra plantations in the area. He used to drive around everywhere in an army jeep and once asked me if I would like to join him when he went across to the other side of the island to catch lobsters. That night sticks in my mind as we waited until the moon came up and then waded around on the reef using strong torches to locate the lobsters in the crevasses and then pulling them out by the tail.  Needless to say, the three native boys who helped us did most of the catching. It amazed me that, after only about an hour, we had caught ninety-five good size lobsters.


  The social life was very much as one would expect in a tropical out post of the empire. There was a local cinema, which showed American, mostly western, films with subtitles in French and French films with subtitles in English. There was a flourishing tennis club, which prompted me to order a new racquet from Sydney through the trading firm of Burns Philp who were the major suppliers of goods for sale. There was also the local markets, run mainly by Chinese traders in the manner familiar to visitors to Hong Kong and Singapore.  At the markets you could buy almost anything at ridiculously cheap prices so I very soon replaced my drill safari suits with light-weight synthetic trousers and tropical shirts. The other major weekly event was the nightclub style dance. It was here that I first met the Pujol girls.


  The local Judge of the High Court was Monsieur Pujol. He had previously lived and worked in French Indo-China (now Vietnam) and had married a local girl. They had three girls, Monique, a few years older than me, Michelle, about a year younger than me, and Marie Jos, nicknamed Tot, who was about eighteen. All three of them confirmed my opinion that mixed marriages could produce beautiful children. Monique was more like her mother and thus a little more swarthy than the other two but still a very pleasant young lady. It was Michelle who first took my eye and it was not long before I was completely smitten. This made life complicated because, not only was Michelle already waiting to become engaged to an Australian boy when he returned from furlough, but of course I had not long become engaged to Doreen with a vow to return and marry her. Our relationship developed to a stage where some decisions were needed. I tried to sway Michelle by breaking off my engagement to Doreen, a cruel thing to do to her and for which I have felt ashamed ever since. Although I thought Michelle’s feelings were genuine, I have since wondered if she was just missing her boyfriend and enjoyed the attention I lavished on her.  It all came to a head when the boyfriend returned and Michelle decided he was the one after all. I was devastated for a while but took solace in a relatively platonic friendship with Marie Jose. Of course I had already burnt my bridges with Doreen who soon afterwards met and married a plumber. Dave and Kura, who had kept in touch with her after I left, later told me they were living in Palmerston North and had a baby.


  All this turmoil and lack of work to occupy me made me rather unsettled. This rather came to a head when I was told to accompany an engineer to an island in the north of the New Hebrides. We were to investigate the possibility of creating a hydro-electric scheme in the hinterland of the island. This is more like it I thought! I duly went by flying boat to the island called Espiritu Santo and was accommodated in a hotel the rooms of which consisted of fairly basic tropical cabins set between coconut palms and spread out along a golden sandy beach. Not hard to take! Espiritu Santo was the site of a huge U.S. naval and airforce base during the war. Although there was not much to show for it when I was there, it was obvious from the road network and remaining buildings that it had been a hive of activity earlier. I learned that the harbour, which had been home to a large part of the American fleet, was also the site of a deep-water jetty at what had become known as Million Dollar Point. In order not to flood the U.S. market by returning all the military equipment at the end of the war, it was decided to jettison millions of dollars worth of jeeps, bulldozers, graders and heaven knows what armaments, off a purpose built wharf. The wharf was then removed and regulations introduced to ensure that nobody salvaged anything.


  The engineer for our project was a retired ex-Indian Army Colonel who flew to Santo in the same plane but studiously ignored me the whole way. He was to report to the French Resident in Santo, while I was allocated a vehicle and awaited instructions. Nothing seemed to happen for a while but I did notice that the colonel, who had a cabin near mine, spent the early morning raking the leaves, nuts and other debris off the beach in front of the hotel. We ate in the hotel and on the first night I dressed in my best white drill suit and joined the colonel for a pre-dinner drink. Soon after I sat down the colonel said I looked too tidy for his liking and proceeded to empty an ashtray full of cigarette butts into my lap. I was dumbfounded but managed to regain my composure and cleaned most of the mess off my clothes. During dinner I happened to comment that I found the French chilli sauce far too hot for my taste, at which the colonel picked up the sauce bottle and downed the lot in one gulp to prove what a wimp I was.


  Whilst in Santo I met a few of the locals and on one occasion had the opportunity to visit the island on the north side of the harbour by boat. The island was completely covered in plantation coconut palms but was apparently abandoned or administered from Santo. There was a large plantation homestead, which fascinated me.  It was being overrun by the jungle but still retained its Spanish style magnificence with columns, a large garden pond surrounded in colourful marble and a general air of the opulence of old colonial living.


  Eventually, the French Resident, who I remember as a kindly and efficient man, got sick of the lack of activity from us and we set out on a reconnaissance of part of the island. I was intrigued to drive along the narrow winding bitumen road with the jungle crowding back in on each side. After about ten miles or so we reached a plateau and broke out of the jungle onto an immense stretch of bitumen pavement. It was quite an uncanny experience to go from primitive jungle to a huge but deserted airfield! It was of course an abandoned wartime one of which I believe there were quite a few on the northern islands of the New Hebrides.


  Needless to say our recce led to nothing and, as the colonel continued to act oddly, I summoned up the courage to speak to the Resident about my misgivings as to his ability to achieve a result. The Resident, who had also noticed the colonel’s odd behaviour, was sympathetic, especially when I recounted some of the bizarre goings on, and suggested I return to Vila alone while he decided what to do with the colonel. Things returned more or less to normal when I returned to Vila but by this time I had decided to resign as I felt I would just vegetate if I stayed there. Mr Balfour had not returned as he took ill while on furlough. I had no feedback on my report on what I thought the Works Survey Branch should do and was quite shaken by my experiences in Santo. It didn’t help that I was accosted in the street a while later by the colonel, who had by then also returned to Vila. He accused me of making false accusations and ruining his career in the Colonial Service. I mumbled something about only telling the truth as I saw it and got away from him as fast as I could.
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    French Residence at top of hill
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    My French transport to Sydney
  



  So ended my nine-month stint in a tropical paradise. I left with a broken heart, a reasonable grasp of conversational French and a few hundred pounds in the Bank of NSW in Sydney. I sailed out of Port Vila on a passenger ship of the French Messagerie Maritime line, which had come to the Pacific on a regular run from France via Tahiti and was bound for Noumea in New Caledonia and Sydney. I enjoyed the sea voyage again and even more the four days in Noumea while the ship discharged cargo and passengers and took on board another lot. We arrived in Sydney in March, 1954 and I stayed there a few days waiting for Cath to arrive from New Zealand. She had decided to give up teaching to travel for a while and visit a very good friend who had moved to Adelaide. She duly arrived on the M. V. Wanganella and we stayed at the temperance hotel in King’s Cross for a while longer to look around Sydney. The hotel was cheap and very central. We overcame the lack of licensing by smuggling a bottle of port for a nightcap into the room we shared there.
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    Sydney Building, 1954
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    A very new War Museum
  

  As Cath was anxious to get to Adelaide, we decided to move on and so we caught a train from Sydney to Canberra on the first leg of our journey to Melbourne. In Canberra, we stayed in Barton House, which at that time was a hostel for single Government employees but which took in the odd visitor if there were rooms available. We did the usual sightseeing things. Of course, Lake Burley Griffin didn’t exist at that time but we took in the War Museum, Parliament House and wandered around the Sydney and Melbourne buildings, which were the only ones in Civic to have shops in them at that time.


  As we were both anxious to conserve our pennies, we decided to try hitch-hiking from Canberra to Melbourne. This was quite a common and acceptable thing for holiday makers to do in those days so we were reasonably confident of making it. Our first lift was with a travelling salesman but I think he only took us as far as Yass as he had business there. We did some hiking from there but were eventually picked up by the driver of a huge semi-trailer who was driving right through the night in order to deliver his load in Melbourne the next morning. I was fascinated to be a passenger in such a large vehicle and intrigued by the number of gears the driver used up and down hills. We decided to stay overnight in Albury rather than suffer an uncomfortable night in the cab of the truck. Next day we hitched again and, with a minimum of walking, got lifts right through to Melbourne.


  The driver of our final lift into Melbourne suggested we stay at the Victoria Private Hotel in Little Collins Street. We were told it was cheap but comfortable and very central to everything. This proved to be the case as we spent a few days looking around the city before Cath decided it was time to catch the train to Adelaide to visit her friend there. I decided to stay in Melbourne to await responses from two job applications I had made.
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    At the Melbourne Botanical Garden, or was it Sydney?
  

  One was for a post in the Colonial Survey Service in Malaya and the other was a survey position with the Northern Territory Administration in Darwin. I was fairly convinced I would not get the Malayan job, having just resigned from a three-year appointment through the same service, and this proved to be the case, as I don’t remember getting even an acknowledgment from them. The other application resulted in an interview with the Department of Interior Chief Surveyor in Melbourne, who informed me that, even if I was successful, it could be at least three months before I would get a job offer. I was prepared to wait, as he seemed to think I was suitable, but I could see all my savings being eaten up in the meantime.


  I had moved into an even cheaper private hotel opposite the Spencer Street Station by then where I had to more or less fend for myself. The Chief Surveyor said he was unable to offer me a short-term appointment so I tried the Victorian Lands Department with similar result. Beginning to get desperate by then, I explained my predicament and asked if I could be employed as a chainman. Although I think they considered this a bit infra-dig they agreed and I was assigned to departmental cadastral surveyor by the name of Sherwood. He reminded me quite a lot of Stuart Foster from Levin and I was quite happy to do the undemanding work while learning about cadastral surveying a la Victoria and seeing something of the countryside.


  On days when it was raining or there was no fieldwork, I was assigned to the Central Photographic Library of the Department where they kept a huge quantity of aerial photographs. These had been taken in the early post-war period when photogrammetry was in its infancy and had never been properly catalogued or sorted into compactus shelves. I remember being intrigued by all the Victorian place names like Kooweerup, Moorabbin, etc.


  I didn’t make many friends in my three months in Melbourne. There was one chap I got into conversation with in a café one night who I arranged to meet a few nights later. However it turned out he was gay and was hoping I was likewise! That was the end of that. I did, however, meet one person by the name of Kevin Scanlon with whom I struck up a friendship and who made a big difference to the rest of my stay in Melbourne. I can’t even remember how I came to meet Kevin but it was not long before he suggested I consider boarding with his family in Fitzroy. Apparently he had mentioned me and my circumstances to his mother who, kindly soul that she was, suggested the arrangement. I was delighted and very much appreciated the homely atmosphere of their fairly modest house in an inner suburb of Melbourne. Kevin was a very good competitive ballroom dancer and I used to enjoy tagging along to watch he and his girlfriend/dancing-partner compete in regular dance competitions.


  He also had a good friend, whose name escapes me now, who was mad keen on Australian Rules football. At that time there were two codes in Victoria. There was the Victorian Football League with professional players who competed on Saturdays, and the Victorian Football Association with amateur players who played on Sundays. It was the Fitzroy team of the latter that we followed, regularly attending their matches each Sunday. Another friend of Kevin’s was John Hill, who was in the diplomatic service of the Foreign Office. We had quite a few philosophical discussions late into the night until he was posted to Paris. Just before this I had shouted myself a brand new weekend bag to take my clothes in when we went away overnight on country survey jobs. I decided to use it to take a couple of bottles of beer down to the ship to say bon voyage to John. Of course, by the time we had said our goodbyes I had forgotten all about it. I hope he made some use of it in France!




  In due course my appointment to Darwin came through and in July 1954 I flew there by Douglas D.C.3.  This entailed flying at the very uncomfortable altitude of 6,000 feet where one felt every bit of turbulence but could breathe without pressurisation or oxygen masks. A fully laden D.C.3 does not have a very long range either so we stopped at Adelaide, Oodnadatta, Alice Springs, Tennant Creek and Katherine before arriving in Darwin after about nine or ten hours travel. The most memorable thing about that trip was how the air was noticeably hotter each time we stepped out of the plane while waiting for it to refuel. I was provided with accommodation at the Mitchell Street Mess, one of a number of hostels for single employees in the Northern Territory Administration.


  I settled in to work at the Survey Branch of the Lands Department, in Darwin. The staff of the Survey Branch consisted at the time of a Chief Surveyor, Allan James, his son Earl, who was all but qualified, another surveyor called Reg Wilson and myself, plus numerous chainmen and field hands. Earl and I soon became good friends and still are today. There were also a number of other out-posted surveyors including some in Alice Springs and other centres in the Northern Territory. A Drafting Section, headed by Bill Lickiss, completed the picture. Bill was already known as a wheeler-dealer and later became even more notorious as a member in the Queensland Parliament.


  I remember in particular two jobs I did. One was a large subdivision at an old wartime airfield and surrounding area in a brand new suburb called Fanny Bay; the locality of an existing gaol, which later became famous for incarcerating Lindy Chamberlain. The other was a levelling survey of an area of river flats on the Adelaide River east of Darwin at a place called Humpty Doo. This was to be the site of an experimental rice growing operation, which was abandoned after some years because they couldn’t stop the magpie geese eating the profits before they were harvested!
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    Hard at work
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    Earl in the Survey Office
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    Stuck in the mud at Humpty Doo
  

  Darwin had been important for defence during the war and still showed the scars of the Japanese bombing raids. Many of the wartime residents had been evacuated so that, in the reconstruction phase, there was a large influx of young couples and single people engaged mainly by the government to help with the development of infrastructure and new enterprises in the Territory. This created an affinity among those involved which led to a carefree lifestyle with lots of get-togethers either at the local pubs or at someone’s digs. The favourite watering hole was the Victoria Hotel (or Vic as it was affectionately called) and most of the ‘gang’ used to congregate there after work each day. It was run by the Lim-Fong family who were long time residents of Darwin and created a very friendly atmosphere in the hotel and its beer garden. There was also the Don Hotel which was more of a workman’s hotel but which had a renowned Chinese cook. Of course the place to be seen was the Darwin Hotel run by Mick Paspali, an entrepreneur who, with his brother, was also involved in pearl fishing and, I suspect, a few other lucrative enterprises. The hotel was certainly a grand place built in the colonial style with huge colonnades around the lounge area, which could be opened to allow the sea breezes in and make for comfortable drinking – at a price! Apparently he had commenced some extensions to the hotel during or just after the war but had deferred their completion for one reason or another. Mick never enlightened people who thought the structure was bomb damaged.


  I am jumping ahead a little, as I don’t remember being all that involved with these social activities in my first few months in Darwin. Cath wrote to say she was keen to join me in Darwin but had no affordable way of getting there. It so happened that a friend of Reg Wilson’s, who worked in the Postmaster General’s Department (that part which is now Telstra), had suffered a nasty accident when a piece of wire pierced his eye. After hospitalisation in Darwin he was evacuated to Adelaide but had left his Riley car in Reg’s care. Reg was engaged to a nurse at the Darwin hospital who had taken leave to return home to Adelaide to prepare for her wedding there. The upshot was that in October 1954 I agreed to co-drive the Riley to Adelaide with Reg with the expectation of buying a second hand car there and returning with Cath. I managed to wangle two week’s leave and Reg, who was missing his fiancee, decided we should drive non-stop to Adelaide – a mere 2000 miles away. We worked out that it would be best to start out in the early hours of the morning, which should get us to Adelaide about nightfall the next day. After all 2000 miles at an average of 60mph was only a matter of about 33 hours!


  We set off down the Stuart Highway in high spirits at about 2am and made good headway along the bitumen stretch towards Alice Springs a thousand miles away.  We shared the driving and must have averaged better than 60 mph because I can remember having a meal in Alice Springs before dark the next evening. We decided to press on but it was not long before we left the bitumen behind and found our progress limited to more like 30mph. The Riley, of course, being a sporty sedan, had a ground clearance of only about seven inches. We soon learnt that it was not going to be easy negotiating the huge ruts that constituted the track in the soft sand and bulldust country, let alone the endless stretches of gibber plains and jump-ups where rocks and stones threatened to tear the sump out of the car. After a few hours of driving in these conditions at night, we decided to have a break and tackle the rest at daybreak. We arrived at Coober Pedy in one piece about midday the next day and marvelled at the lack of buildings in a community that virtually lived underground. There was no time to waste however, so we pressed on, realising that we were not going to make Adelaide that evening as planned.


  Sometime after dark that night we struck the bitumen again and pressed on into the small hours. I think it was about 4 o’clock in the morning that I discovered that there were two roads stretching out before me while driving, which would merge into one if I shook my head and blinked furiously. After a while I realised that I was in danger of having a bad accident so I pulled over and woke Reg, who was sleeping fitfully beside me. He felt too worn out to take over, so we swapped places, set his alarm for daybreak and both promptly went to sleep where we were. With the dawn we found new heart and drove the rest of the way to Adelaide arriving at Reg’s fiancee’s place about twelve hours late at around 9am. We were greeted like long lost explorers, given a hearty cooked breakfast and sent off to bed with a promise of being woken in time for dinner that evening. Apparently a few unsuccessful attempts were made to rouse us but the next we knew we woke to be told that it was breakfast time the next morning!


  I was anxious to get back to Darwin, so I made contact with Cath and set about finding a second hand car that would get us there. Fortunately Reg’s future father-in-law new somebody in a reputable car yard so it was not long before I was choosing between a 1940 ex army staff car and a 1939 Chevrolet sedan. We settled on the Chevrolet, I paid the dealer 420 pounds, and we prepared to set off back to Darwin with some trepidation at facing the journey in a strange second hand vehicle. As it turned out Maggie, as we christened her, behaved impeccably, our only hiccup being one puncture in the whole return journey. We took a more leisurely trip this time and did the odd touristy bit, exploring Coober Pedy, seeing the sights in and around Alice Springs, the Devil’s Marbles some way north of there, Katherine, Tennant Creek, the Mataranka hot springs and the war cemetery at Adelaide River.
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    Darwin to Adelaide - 1937 Riley
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    Adelaide to Darwin - 1939 Chevrolet
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    Heavitree Gap, North end of Alice Springs
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    Devils Marbles, Stuart Highway
  

  
    [image: Car with punctured tire]
    The only hiccup – one puncture!
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    Cath with ‘Maggie’ – dirty as usual (the car, that is!)
  

  Back in Darwin one of my first moves was to register the car in the Northern Territory. I was very pleased when the number plate I was allocated was NT 500. That number became quite well known around town before long! I went back to the Mitchell Street Mess for a while and Cath found digs in another hostel called Town Mess. It was not long, however, before we decided to rent somewhere as Cath was hoping to set up a business as a seamstress. We found a place out at Fanny Bay and, after cleaning all the cockroaches out of the kitchen cupboards, settled in to our new abode and a very enjoyable lifestyle. I remember one day we went to the tennis court alongside the Anglican church hall, presumably to have a game ourselves, only to find there were two girls already playing. Cath knew them both and introduced them to me as Helen Lanyon and Kath Grewar. We played a game of doubles with them before they had to go off somewhere else. After that I saw these girls, who were good friends, at the Vic hotel a couple of times when the gang got together for a sundowner, but I did not know them well before they took off down south.


  Things ran pretty smoothly for us then. Cath decided there was no money in her planned enterprise so she applied for and got a job as a teacher at the Darwin primary school. Meanwhile, we had the opportunity to housesit for a family who went on three months furlough, which suited us well. During this time Cath, being more gregarious than me, made quite a few friends, most of whom spent their spare time at the Vic hotel or at a party at someone else’s place. Needless to say we were all a bit homesick being so far from home, so the conversation often got around to the three forbidden subjects of politics, sex and religion.


  About that time the epic American film called ‘Quo Vadis’ was released in Australia. I don’t remember ever seeing the film but its title became my catchphrase. I translated it as ‘where are we going’ or more loosely ‘where’s it gettin’ ya’. I wasn’t at all religious, even though I was brought up in the Anglican Church, went to Sunday School and was confirmed when I was about fourteen.  The words seemed to me to offer an alternative philosophical argument. They still come to mind when the subject of religion, the future, immortality or the hereafter crop up.


  Through the gang I had got to know a geologist, Harvey Newton and his offsider, Mike Novotny. They were employed by a uranium exploration company, called Northern Australian Uranium Company (NAUC), which was exploring along the upper Katherine River at a site named by the company as Sleisbeck. It turned out they were looking for a surveyor to lay out the locations of trenches called costeans, dug by bulldozers to remove the overburden and enable a more detailed investigation of the geology of the area and its uranium bearing potential. There were also exploratory drill holes to be sited and the general administration of the campsite was to be part of the duties.


  I applied for and got the position, which was virtually offered to me, and, in April 1955, left Maggie with Cath and went to live in a mining camp miles from anywhere. The camp consisted of individual cabins for the employees, a mess hall and kitchen facilities, a manager/geologist’s office, assaying facilities and a mechanics workshop and generator building. Harvey Newton was the geologist in charge while Mike Novotny did the assaying. There was a cook, a mechanic, and a bookkeeper named Alan Harford, with whom I became quite friendly. There were also bulldozer and grader drivers and drillers with their offsiders. The drills used were diamond bit, which could penetrate the bedrock and from which cores were retrieved, and percussion drills, which pounded the overburden to a powder, which was blown out of the hole by compressed air and collected at intervals for analysis. I spent most of my time pegging out costean and drilling sites, based on locations selected from maps by Harvey.


  We were allowed one long weekend off every three weeks and were flown to and from Darwin in light aircraft chartered from Northern Airways, run by Doug Muir. When I say light aircraft I really mean it as their largest aircraft was a Dragon Rapide, a fabric bodied biplane, which could carry about seven passengers and some cargo. More often than not though, we flew in an Auster, a precursor to the now familiar Cessna, which had a ceiling of about four thousand feet and bumped its way along for the three hours it would take us to get there. This was most disconcerting when returning to Sleisbeck at dawn with a massive hangover brought on by a pretty solid weekend of partying!
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    East Alligator prospect area
  

  
    [image: Taxi airplane]
    Taxi between Sleisbeck and Darwin
  

  One of these parties, which I attended, was held in a Nissen hut, converted into a home by Mick Fremel at Nightcliff, the venue for many get-togethers by the gang. This one was held to celebrate Cath’s birthday on 2nd July and to welcome home some old Territorians who were expected to return to Darwin that night. There were three of them; Helen Lanyon, Kath Grewar and Rita Burrows who had travelled together in a small Austin A40 ute from Melbourne via Perth and the west coast of Western Australia. That trip is a saga in itself but suffice to say the party was in full swing when they burst in the door at about 12.30pm covered in bulldust and dying of thirst. A great night was had by one and all!


  There were numerous places to hold parties, quite a few of which were called ‘unbirthday’ parties. Quite often we would meet at Spike Jones’ place in a cabin type hostel called Belsen, on other occasions we would stop off at Tony Green’s digs where the vacant block next door was piled high with empty beer bottles. Apart from Mick’s place there was also the house that Don and Mary Cole had built at Nightcliff. Mary was very friendly with Rita. Don was a civil engineer and they had built a house in which to bring up their two young girls.
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    ‘Wagon’ percussion drilling – Sleisbeck
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    Intrepid hunters, Katherine River
  

  There were high hopes of striking a bonanza at Sleisbeck but after about two years of exploration it was beginning to look like the enterprise was a fizzer. The company had another exploration lease north of Sleisbeck on the upper reaches of the East Alligator river so our attention turned to that area, with about as much success. Life at the camp was really quite bearable, with our ration of two bottles of beer per person per day and always good food on the table. There was even the odd occasion when we had visitors which was an excuse for a party. I remember that on one occasion the visitors were a surveyor and his offsiders from the Commonwealth mapping agency who were doing some astro-fixes in the area from which to control aerial photographs for topographic mapping. The surveyor’s name was Joe Lines and we spent a very pleasant evening chatting about surveying, mapping and the like.
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    A 2 metre brown snake – on the right!
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    Miners’ quarters, Sleisbeck
  



  By about October, I could see that I was starting to vegetate with NAUC and, as Cath had also had enough of Territory life, we decided to drive home for Christmas! We both duly resigned from our jobs but it was some little time before we set out in Maggie to drive to Sydney via Queensland. About this time, Alan Harford decided to leave the territory too and drive to Adelaide. When the time came, he gave one of the teachers, Jo Peach a lift with him. Despite Jo’s protestations, there was much conjecture among us as to how long it would be before wedding bells were ringing. During this period we had numerous send-offs as nobody, including ourselves, knew quite when we were leaving. I think it was at one of these farewells that I asked Kath Grewar to go for a drive with me and we ended up parked somewhere near the beach and spent some time chatting and getting to know each other better.  However, that was as far as it got.
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    Saying goodbye to Earl, Daly Waters
  

  When we finally left Darwin we had in tow another girl, Shirley by name, who wanted to get to Brisbane and with whom I had become friendly. I know Cath wasn’t very pleased with the company and, in retrospect, I can’t understand what I saw in her either. Nevertheless, we headed off and got as far as Adelaide River before nightfall when we camped on the riverbank and slept off our hangovers. I remember we had some trouble with the front end of Maggie on the next leg of the journey but were able to find a friendly mechanic at a garage who was able to get us back on the road within a few hours. We camped the next night at the turn off to Mt Isa. In the morning we went as far as the Frewena Roadhouse where we shouted ourselves a cooked breakfast and I filled the car with petrol before we set off for Camooweal about 300 miles away, the nearest place to get more petrol.


  We had not gone far before I realised I hadn’t paid for the petrol at Frewena but, rather than retrace our steps, we pressed on looking for the first telegraph station from which to phone the roadhouse and make some arrangement to pay for it. We approached a turn off leading to what looked like a telegraph station in the distance, and then noticed a truck pulled up on the side track with its nose pointing towards the main highway. We drew level with the truck and asked the driver if we could use the phone at the telegraph station to call Frewena. He turned out to be the telegraph station operator and asked if it had anything to do with not having paid for some petrol. Of course Frewena had phoned through to him, asking him to look out for a cream Chevrolet and to try to stop it. That didn’t prove necessary as we willingly left the money with him on the understanding that he would get it to the roadhouse. He did say that if we hadn’t made any effort to rectify our mistake, the police would have been waiting for us in Camooweal.


  The Barkly Highway was not sealed in those days so we made fairly slow progress along it, finally stopping somewhere short of Camooweal in the late afternoon so I could mend a puncture before dark. I remember the occasion well because I was covered in flies as soon as I stood still. The girls stayed in the car to get away from them and kept the windows up in spite of the heat, which was cooling off a bit by then anyway. There was no such thing as Aerogard in those days although I think there was something called Buzz-Off which was mainly for protection against mosquito bites and wouldn’t have made a scrap of difference to those flies. I managed to get some relief by putting a T-shirt over my head and peering through a slit at what I was trying to do. Eventually I had the puncture repaired and, as it was just on dusk, the flies soon disappeared and we were able to fix an evening meal in peace. It was too dry for mosquitoes in that area. I should add that camping while on the road consisted of pulling off far enough that semi-trailers wouldn’t run us down, rolling out a groundsheet, blanket and pillow and sleeping under the stars.
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    Crossing the NT–Qld border
  

  Next morning we passed through Camooweal, keeping an eye out for police in case they hadn’t been told that we had paid for the petrol, and pressed on to Mt Isa which was already a thriving mining town. I went off to get the car serviced, arranging to meet the girls at a park we had noticed on our way in. I managed to get the car fixed up by mid-afternoon and drove to the park to pick up the girls. I couldn’t see them anywhere at first but noticed two burly looking blokes walking across the grass towards some young trees on one side of the park. Following them, I was horrified to see two hefty backsides, clad in brief shorts, lying under the trees just as the men reached the spot and roused the girls from their sleep. I didn’t know what to do but had just about decided to run for it and call the police when I realised they were all walking towards me chatting away quite amicably. It turned out that they were two detectives on the look out for some girls who had a travelling brothel! The detectives verified Cath’s story by asking me similar questions and left us with good wishes for our journey and the parting advice to look out for the Maoris in New Zealand. Needless to say Cath was quite incensed by the whole episode and blamed me for not coming to the rescue before she was humiliated by being suspected of being a prostitute!


  We stayed in Mt Isa that night and steadied our nerves by having more than a few drinks at one of the many pubs there, knowing that we had the worst stretch of road in front of us – the 80 odd miles to Cloncurry. It was certainly a rough patch of road in those days, in fact in many places it was only a set of wheel tracks through broken hilly country with the constant worry of ripping the sump out of the car on a half hidden boulder. We made it all right though but by that time it was almost dark so we camped on a river bank just outside town. The next morning we pulled up in the main street of Cloncurry where we noticed a water tap at the side of the street. I was busy filling our water bags when I glanced up to see a policeman leave the opposite pavement and walk diagonally across the road straight for our car. I stood there petrified until he walked right past the back of the car and climbed the steps up to the local police station, next door to where we had parked!


  The rest of the journey out to the coast at Townsville was relatively straightforward. We travelled over the Barkly Tableland with its miles of flat black-soil plains, covered mostly with Mitchell grass and not a tree to be seen. It was somewhere near Hughenden, I think, that I noticed the car dragging badly and not responding to the steering wheel. An inspection of the front showed that the wheels were pointing in different directions. It turned out that we had lost a bolt from one of the tie rod ends. With a bit of help from the locals we were soon back on the road and arrived in Charters Towers that evening. Here again we camped, but at a caravan park where we could get a hot shower. Looking around Charters Towers the next morning we really felt we were back in civilisation. It was a bustling town with lots of traffic and all the shops one could want. We soon moved on though, as we couldn’t afford to waste our money on a spending spree, and settled into a caravan park in the centre of Townsville.


  The next day we were sorting out our things and trying to find some clothes suitable for our new environment when we noticed a motorcycle policeman ride by very slowly and deliberately. He passed by our campsite and turned the corner only to appear again, having done a circuit of the camp, and pulled up right in front of us. I was quite convinced we were going to be arrested this time but it turned out he was looking for a motorcyclist who was wanted for questioning and wondered if we might have seen him, which we hadn’t. Happily that was our last brush with the law on the journey. We did the sightseeing things in Townsville, including a view of the city from Castle Hill and then had to decide which way to go – north or south. We had plenty of time before Cath and I were due to catch the boat home and Shirley had no fixed timetable to get to her chosen destination, Brisbane. We decided to go north as far as the good roads would let us, as we may never have the chance again, before tackling the long haul to Sydney.
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    Tourists on Green Island with unknown extra
  

  So we travelled north through the cane fields and lovely green countryside, so different from what we had driven through until then. We spent some time in Cairns and visited Green Island, which had not long been developed as a tourist facility for viewing the reef. I remember we spent at least one night sleeping without our swags on the beach at the north end of Cairns. Being the build up to the wet season, the nights were extremely balmy so we weren’t cold even in the early hours of the morning. We did a quick visit to Mossman and Port Douglas getting there and back from Cairns in the one day. We liked Mossman with its cane trains puffing through the main street and were even more impressed by Port Douglas, which at that time was an underdeveloped piece of tropical paradise. Cath and I vowed to return some day together, but we never did and, by the time I saw it again in the late eighties, it had changed completely.
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    Surfers Paradise (eat your heart out David Hasselhoff)
  

  It was time to head south and this we did without incident, sightseeing along the way. We dropped Shirley in Brisbane, which was a great relief to both of us until Cath realised some time later that she no longer had her top coat which Shirley must have, either accidentally or on purpose, kept with her. That was the last straw as far as Cath was concerned! However, there were so many places to see that before long Shirley was forgotten. Although the New England Highway was by far the better and quicker road, we decided to go by the coast road, later known as the Pacific Highway. It was a terrible road in places but the towns and coastal scenery made up for that. We particularly liked the newly developed Gold Coast where we stayed a few days in Surfers Paradise, swimming in the magnificent surf there and soaking up the sun and atmosphere. Eventually, we arrived in Sydney quite satisfied with our achievements. Before boarding the ship however, there was one more task – sell Maggie! I couldn’t bear parting with such a faithful friend and wouldn’t accept any offers I got from second-hand dealers, partly because of that and partly because none of them offered me much when they knew I was going to New Zealand and would have to sell. I ended up arranging and paying for long term garaging of her with a parking firm in Sydney on the understanding that I would let them know how I wanted to dispose of the car before my prepaid parking ran out.
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    The new family home in Levin
  

  We had an enjoyable, if uneventful, trip home on the Wanganella and celebrated Christmas with the rest of the family in fine style. Dad sold the farm about the time I left home and he, Mother and Alan had moved into a comfortable house in town. Dad was semi-retired, bringing in some money by doing odd jobs carpentering and house painting, both of which he was very good at. Mother enjoyed her new home, having a washing machine for the first time and a new refrigerator. Alan was still living with them and, if I recall correctly, had not found work by that time. Cath and I had both just about run out of money by the time we got home, so we both set about looking for work. Cath got a job in the personnel office of New Zealand’s internal airline, National Airways Corporation (NAC). I considered going back to work with the old firm, but decided to go for a job with a new consortium, Shell, BP and Todd, which I saw advertised in the papers. They were starting to explore for oil in New Zealand and were recruiting people to carry out the work involved. I was interviewed by Harold Basire, a New Zealander, who had been employed as a surveyor by the Shell Company. He had returned from overseas postings, including Australia, to take on the job of exploration manager for the new firm.


  I was selected and duly appointed to the position of field surveyor by February, 1956 and initially, my job consisted of pegging lines for seismic surveys. These lines had been selected on topographic maps by the geophysicist-in-charge and I had to translate them into pegged geophone stations about 50 metres apart on the ground. Drillers would then drill shot holes at selected intervals and a series of geophones would be laid out and connected to a central seismic recording vehicle. When all was ready, explosive experts called shooters would detonate a charge in the shot hole and the shock waves reflected off underground rock strata would be recorded in the vehicle. The time between the shot being fired and the wave being recorded gave a measure of the depth and shape of the various strata. This could be built up into a three dimensional picture of the underground rock formation. What the geologists and geophysicists were looking for were domes, ridges or fault lines which could indicate the presence of oil or gas.


  Our exploration activity was concentrated in the Taranaki district in the shadow of Mount Egmont (or Mount Taranaki as the Maoris now insist it should be called). Base camp was set up in New Plymouth although we worked an area up to 50 miles from there. I was kept busy trying to cope with army maps in yards, on which the seismic lines had been selected; cadastral boundaries in chains and links, which I used to locate the lines on the ground; and diagrammatic survey results plotted in the metric system used by the Shell exploration people throughout the world. On occasions when it was too wet to work in the field or there was a lull in activity, I was given the job of sorting, cataloguing and stacking on shelves the boxes and boxes of DAF vehicle spare parts sent out to support the operation’s imported fleet. I don’t understand why they didn’t just lease local vehicles. It probably had something to do with the vehicles being Dutch, as Holland was the headquarters of Shell exploration.


  By this time I was getting anxious about Maggie, as the garaging period had almost expired. I mentioned this to Harold Basire who suggested the company would be happy for me to use it on survey if I could get it to New Zealand. That is in fact what happened. I arranged for the garage to get it on to a ship and met my old friend at the wharf. To my dismay, the Customs official insisted that I pay the full duty of 100% of the value of the car. He did seem to take pity on me however, as he only valued the car at 100 pounds. The arrival of Maggie gave me the freedom of movement that I had been looking for and I started to enjoy social life again. I had made friends with a driller called Doug Chase who had been working on oil rigs with Wapet in Western Australia before returning to New Zealand. Doug had rented a bedsitter in New Plymouth and although it only had bunk beds he offered to share with me. Both of us were away on the job quite a lot so it worked out well and made a cheap home base for both of us.


  I became friendly with the daughter of a well-to-do family in New Plymouth. Our friendship developed to the extent that she used to come back to Doug’s flat and we would spend the evening there together. Sometimes Doug wasn’t even there, which meant that it could be quite late before I took her home. That is until I was summonsed to appear before the landlord, who lived only two doors away in the cul-de-sac and was a very straight-laced, religious person.  He said he could not tolerate me bringing young ladies to the flat and not taking them home at a respectable hour and that I should vacate the flat the next morning! This I did and later apologised to Doug for any reflection my behaviour might have had on him. However it appears Doug was more discreet with his affairs of the heart and the landlord didn’t even mention the reason for my departure to him.
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    Me in New Plymouth
  

  This episode persuaded me that I should have a flat of my own which I found shortly after in a converted house. It was a bed-sitter which had been newly done out and suited me down to the ground. I used to drive back to Levin on long weekends to see the family but otherwise found myself well satisfied with life in New Plymouth. I spent my first annual leave in 1956 with the folks in Levin over Christmas. Cath was also there but returned to Wellington for a New Year party she had arranged. She was sharing a flat with two other girls in a suburb called Haitaitai, on the slopes of Mount Victoria, which offered magnificent views of Wellington Harbour, especially at night through the plate glass picture windows of the lounge.


  The day before New Year’s eve she phoned to ask if I would like to come down for the party and as I had no other commitments I decided to take her up on the offer. Well that proved to be a turning point in my life. At the party was a young girl called Jan Smart who worked with Cath at NAC. We hit it off pretty well that night and from there the relationship developed rapidly. Jan was actually engaged to a fellow at the time but was prepared to break it off so we could be together. It was not long before we were talking about marriage but, as Jan was only nineteen at the time, she could not get married without the consent of her parents. Her father was a Methodist minister in Napier and he was not about to give his consent to his little daughter being whipped off by some unknown yobbo.


  The alternative was to get a court order permitting us to marry and this is what we proceeded to do. I can’t remember the sequence of events now but it ended up with us being given the necessary permission and getting married in New Plymouth in 1957. Jan got a job with a travel agent and we got a proper one bedroom flat. My mother was not at all pleased with the whole thing but accepted it gracefully and I am sure she would have said things like “you can’t put an old head on young shoulders” and “marry in haste, repent at leisure”. We were blissfully happy at the time and felt the world was our oyster.


  During 1957, Harold Basire suggested that I might be suitable for a position with Shell’s expatriate staff, which would mean being posted to any of their exploration areas throughout the world. Some of the staff with whom I worked were in this category so I was able to learn a bit about what it would mean and was quite intrigued with the idea. Jan was also keen although it could mean us being parted on occasions and Harold insisted on meeting her to satisfy himself that she would make a ‘Shell wife’. By the end of 1957, it was all arranged and I left Jan in New Plymouth and went off to Holland and England on a training course. I really had to dispose of Maggie this time. She had been giving me trouble anyway. On one of my trips from Levin to New Plymouth she broke a piston. Fortunately it was a clean break at the top oil ring so the piston head just sat in the combustion chamber. The only difference it made to driving was that she was only firing on five cylinders. I left the car to be fixed in a small town but when I got it back they had put the wrong piston in so that the engine ran roughly. Rather than go through the hassle of getting the garage to replace it I decided to sell it for what I could get, which turned out to be a hundred pounds. So ended my association with an old friend!




  The trip over to Europe was one I remember well. I flew to Sydney and then caught a Canadian Pacific Airlines flight to Europe. The aircraft was a Super Constellation, which I still consider to be the most graceful aircraft ever built and, as I flew first class, it was most enjoyable even though the longest leg was about thirteen hours. We flew via Nandi, in Fiji, Honolulu and Vancouver, over an Arctic Circle route stopping at Sonderstrom in Greenland to refuel before heading for Schipol airport in Holland. We were fortunate to leave Vancouver in daylight as we had a magnificent view of the Rocky Mountains with its snow covered peaks and fir tree covered valleys. Sonderstrom was a U. S. Air Force base and part of the cold war Early Warning System. We were ushered off the plane in drifting snow and half-light by armed Air Force guards and bussed across to a terminal canteen for a meal while we waited for the plane to be refuelled. As it turned out Schipol was fogged in when we were due the following evening and our flight was diverted to Prestwick airport in Scotland. We were then bussed south through the city of Ayr to a grand old hotel at Turnberry. I remember being depressed by the sight of row upon row of dark and gloomy looking terrace houses as we passed through the suburbs of Ayr in the half-light, but equally impressed by the magnificence of the old hotel building in which we stayed at airline expense. Next morning we were bussed back to Prestwick and continued our journey to Schipol without incident.


  On the trip from Vancouver I sat next to a young Dutch fellow who had been over in Canada working in the north during the summer. In those days summer work was easy to get and well paid in Canada’s north as they had to make the most of the good weather before winter set in. The fellow, whose name I can’t remember, suggested that I might like to visit his home in Naarden while I was in Holland. This I later did and spent a very enjoyable weekend there with him and his family. Naarden is a former seaport on the Ijsselmeer (formerly called the Zuider Zee) not far from Amsterdam. The town lies inside fortifications built in a perfect star shape by the French military in the late 17th century. The weekend was marred only by the realisation that my ‘friend’ would have liked to have a more intimate relationship but I never saw him again so that didn’t matter.


  I spent some weeks at the head office of the company, known as the Royal Dutch Shell Group, in The Hague, learnt some conversational Indonesian with a private tutor, did some sightseeing in The Hague, Delft and Amsterdam and experienced a European winter. I was fascinated by the different life style of the Dutch, who mainly live in large apartment buildings, and impressed by the age and history of the place. I then went to England for about two weeks. Some of the time was spent in the London office of Shell, but I did get a trip up by train to Luton where I was shown around a heavy machinery manufacturing plant. The best part of that trip, apart from seeing the English winter landscape from the train, was being taken for a drink at a 17th century pub, which Lord Byron had frequented. I was then taken to lunch in a magnificent English hotel, where I had my first taste of Canadian smoked salmon. It was carved from the fish in the dining room and served as a luncheon meal in itself. I have had a sweet tooth for smoked salmon ever since!
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  Eventually it was time to do some work for my new employers so I flew out to Dutch New Guinea, transferring at Jakarta into a light aircraft which took me to the airport at Sorong. Sorong is situated at the extreme western end of what is now called West Irian in an area called the Vogelkop (or bird’s head). Looking on a map it is not hard to tell why it was given that name. The airport for Sorong was actually on an adjacent island called Fak Fak which, when pronounced with the broad Dutch ‘a’, sounded positively rude! As a married staff member, I was given a house to live in with three local servants to do the housekeeping, cooking and washing. Jan had stayed on working in New Plymouth during this period and did not join me in Sorong until about a month after I got there.
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    Staff houses, Sorong
  

  By that time I had started a routine of being away from Sorong for about a month at a time working on gravimetric surveys along the Eilanden River in southern New Guinea. We were flown out to the camp in a Catalina flying boat and on the way had to clear the Star Mountains at an altitude of about 13,000 feet without oxygen masks. I later learnt that the recommended maximum flying ceiling of Catalinas was 12,000 feet! We would land on a relatively straight stretch of the river adjacent to the camp. One of the launches would be sent out on to the river when the plane was due to clear any floating logs out of the way. It amused me that the Pidgin for this activity was ‘tutji kali’ which literally meant ‘wash river’.
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    Houseboat accommodation on Eilanden River
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    Catalina landing on Eilanden River
  

  We worked along the river banks as there were no roads in that area. We used steel-hulled launches called Mapis which were about twenty feet long, driven by a diesel engine, with no buoyancy tanks.


  The Mapi River, after which the boats were named, was somewhat south of us and later gained renown as the last known location of one of the Rockefeller sons who was sailing in the area. In the smaller estuaries of the Eilanden River we used a Canadian type canoe fitted with an outboard motor. Apart from a boat-boy and the driver, both natives, there was a Chinese Malay observer and myself. The observer took readings of the gravity at a location using a very delicate instrument, which we usually mounted on the stump of a tree we felled at the side of the river. We measured the depth of the water at the station, which affected the gravity reading and I would locate it on a map compiled from aerial photographs, copies of which I carried for this purpose and by which to navigate along the river.


  I vividly remember one occasion when we reached the headwaters of a tributary where the water was still quite deep but there was a steep bank right in front of us. As we were about to look for a suitable location for a station we became aware of a large crocodile we had disturbed which came lumbering down the bank and slid into the water heading straight for our boat. I, for one, was frozen where I sat and watched the bubbles from its nostrils approach one side of the boat and then reappear on the other. Why it didn’t attack the canoe I’ll never know but we breathed a huge sigh of relief and got out of there as fast as the little outboard would take us. On another occasion there was a report of a native dugout being swamped by the wash of one of our Mapis and a baby having drowned as a result. Through the locals in the camp I learnt that the correct thing to do was to sit down with the family and barter one’s way out of the predicament with offers of parangs (machetes), rice, sugar and cooking utensils. Fortunately the family involved was from a village where there was a Lutheran Mission, so the meeting was arranged under the auspices of the head missionary, a likeable Dutchman.


  To get to the mission we had to travel by Mapi along rivers and tributaries with which I was not familiar. Eventually, just on dusk we arrived at a track leading away from the bank and I was informed that the mission was at the end of this. With some trepidation, I set off along the track, followed by the native coxswain of the Mapi involved and a couple of boys carrying the peace offerings. All along the way there were natives sitting before their campfires and I was quite sure I was going to get a parang between the shoulders any minute. However most of them cheerfully called out “Salamat malam Tuan” – “goodnight sir” and gave a broad smile which showed up their pearly teeth in the firelight. Eventually we arrived at the mission and, from what I could see, it was quite a large and well-established place. I was introduced to the missionary and we discussed what was to happen. Apparently there was some substantial doubt about whether anyone had in fact been drowned so the missionary suggested we didn’t admit to anything but let the natives argue out the matter between them in our presence. That suited me down to the ground as I was still pretty limited in my local vocabulary. In the event, after some time in which voices were raised on both sides and much discussion ensued, the parties came to an amicable arrangement involving the transfer to the aggrieved party of a parang, a hunting knife, some rice and some sugar. We all shook hands, I thanked the missionary for helping us out and we returned to our boat amid more salamat malams. After that, the rest of my time on the Eilanden River seemed like a breeze.


  My next assignment was in the Vogelkop itself where a base camp had been set alongside a river on which a houseboat was moored for our use. We flew out to the site by helicopter from Sorong and spent about three weeks at a time on the job. I say we because there was another young Dutchman with me this time who was learning the ropes. The survey was similar to the one we had been doing on the Eilanden except that in this case it was on dry land and there were many more locals involved. They had to cut straight lines, called rintises, through the jungle at about one-kilometre intervals, with tie lines crossing these at about every five kilometres. There were two Indonesian observers, each equipped with a gravity meter and the where-with-all to locate the rintises and stations along them. Our main task was to supervise these activities, plot the results and make sure the camp ran smoothly. We had a cook and houseboy on the houseboat and a couple of dear little playful kittens.
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    Vogelkop Camp
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    Helicopter transport, Vogelkop
  

  
    [image: Kittens]
    My friends on the houseboat
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    Me on the houseboat
  

  Everything went smoothly until one day a rintis worker arrived in camp with a message from one of the observers. It appears he had not come to a cross line when he expected to and was concerned that he was not in the right spot. I decided to go and have a look for myself although goodness knows what I thought I could achieve. As it was by then quite late, I set off the next morning with the boy to meet up with his gang. We walked for most of the morning along the rintises and of course by the time we caught up with the workers they had sorted everything out! I decided that as long as I was out there I may as well visit the other gang to show the flag as it were. One of the boys knew where they were working directly north of where we were at the time so he was detailed off to guide me and we cut across country to get there. It was not long before I was convinced the boy had no idea where he was going as I thought we were veering too far west. Like all good explorers I carried a compass, but every time I stopped to get my bearings we were actually heading more or less directly north. It was a good lesson for me on how easy it would be to get lost in the jungle where there are no points of reference and even the sun is blotted out by the dense canopy. We eventually arrived at the other fly camp, much to the surprise of the gang. It was too late by then to return to the houseboat that night, so I stayed at the camp. The boy who was acting as cook was very anxious to please the Tuan so he put on extra rice and I ended up with a large enamel plate full, topped with a few sardines and some chilli sauce, which nearly blew my head off. I am sure I was given what amounted to one week’s supply of tucker for each of the boys. Of course I couldn’t eat half of the meal they offered me and must have insulted the cook by not finishing it, let alone everyone else for using up their rations!


  I was concerned about having to leave Jan in Sorong for such long spells at a time. She was a girl who demanded a lot of attention and had not settled very happily in our tropical environment. On one of my brief visits home to Sorong I noticed a distinct coolness from Jan and wondered what was troubling her. By the time I returned the next time she informed me that she was pregnant – not to me but to a helicopter mechanic, Bob who we had become friendly with earlier. I was devastated of course, but realised there was little I could do because Jan was determined to have the baby and wanted to be with Bob. I had to tell my bosses and they sympathetically arranged for Jan to return to New Zealand as soon as possible. As far as I know Bob went with her and found a job in New Zealand. I kept on working in New Guinea and was sent out to a small village called Sarmi on the north coast, where another gravity survey was to take place.
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    Kaloekoe on left and Oranje cruise ship, Manokwari
  

  An experienced English geophysicist was in charge and, as we had to take all the equipment necessary to start a new venture, we sailed by freighter from Sorong via Manokwari. The ship was called the Kaloekoe, which I pronounced as it looks until someone told me the Dutch oe sound is pronounced oo. From then on we sailed on the Kalookoo. Being a freighter the ship only had twelve passenger cabins but they were all beautifully appointed and sailing on it felt a bit like all the stories you hear about the British Raj and the Colonial Empire. We docked at Manokwari to offload and take on cargo so there was an opportunity to have a look around. I was most impressed with the little town, which reeked of colonial days with its streets neatly set out and large European trees forming avenues along them.


  We finally arrived in Sarmi, which was a bit like a smaller version of Manokwari. We set about building our headquarters from scratch, using mainly materials we had brought with us. The end result was a very creditable tropical building, the only hiccup being when we turned the power on and found all the lights were less than half as bright as they should be. We soon realised that we had wired them all in series instead of in parallel, so there was a little more work to do. There was no airstrip at Sarmi but the company had provided us with a very palatial ocean-going launch in which to commute to the island of Biak where there was a large wartime airstrip. I think the launch had previously been at the disposal of the Dutch Resident in the area. From Biak we were able to fly to Sorong for rest periods. I didn’t take advantage of this very often as there was nothing now to attract me to Sorong.


  I was in Sarmi for about three months, during which time things were pretty routine except for one occasion when a report came in with one of the boys to say that a tree had fallen on one of the crew and he was in a bad way. I decided to investigate and thought the best way to go would be by the launch, which could carry the injured chap back to Sarmi. We set off with the boy who had reported the incident, who said the best way to make contact with the gang would be to sail to a particular river mouth, transfer to a canoe to cross the bar and travel upstream to where the rintis had been cut. By the time we reached the river mouth it was about lunch time so we left the launch with instructions for it to stand by until we returned that evening. I think there were four of us in the canoe, including the outboard driver, the boy who knew the way, another boy to help carry the injured bloke out and myself. We had to battle a strong current up the river so that it was about 5 o’clock by the time we reached the rintis and we were getting low on fuel. Nevertheless we set off into the jungle along the rintis.
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    The house that we built
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    Twin Pioneer – another means of transport
  

  By nightfall there was still no sign of the gang but we pressed on by the dim light of some torches made from rushes the boys gathered. The ground was mostly pretty swampy so the going was hard and, by the time we reached an abandoned camp where the boy had expected to find the gang, I had had quite enough. We ate a scanty evening meal and I curled up on the log floor of a hut with no walls or roof. We only had the clothes we were wearing so it wasn’t long before I was being bitten alive by mosquitoes. I tried to pull my shirt collar up over my face and managed to get a few hours of fitful sleep. The dawn brought welcome relief and after a frugal breakfast we continued our journey. We eventually caught up with some of the gang we were looking for, only to be told that the injured boy was fully recovered and back at work. I felt a right Charlie, having gone to all the trouble and expense of an unnecessary rescue mission, only to have to turn around and retrace our steps in the hope that our launch was still waiting for us. We made it back to the riverbank and, having got rid of the leeches on my bare legs and in my socks above the boots, I climbed into the canoe and we headed back downstream. Of course we ran out of fuel about halfway to the coast but the current was so strong that we made good time in spite of that, with only the occasional adjustment to our course with the paddles we carried.


  It was late afternoon by the time we reached the river mouth and then we had to face the waves breaking over the bar before we could reach the launch we could see anchored offshore. I sat up in the bow of the canoe, with my legs dangling over the front, in an effort to break the impact of the waves which threatened to swamp the canoe. I also had one of the paddles as it was important to steer the canoe into each wave to avoid broaching. After what seemed like an eternity, we cleared the last of the breakers and were delighted to see that the launch had weighed anchor and was moving in towards us. We boarded the launch without further incident and, after a hot meal, I crashed in the cabin and slept soundly all the way back to Sarmi.




  About one year into my two-year assignment to New Guinea the powers that be apparently took pity on me and I was sent home on compassionate leave prior to being sent to another Shell exploration area. I flew to Hollandia (now called Jayapura), on the north coast of New Guinea near the border with Papua New Guinea, and then picked up a local flight via Wewak, Madang, Lae to Port Moresby and then by Qantas to Melbourne. I stayed a few days with Cath, who was by then back in Australia and working in the Personnel Department of Bradford Cotton Mills in Footscray. She was sharing with Helen and two other old Darwin identities, Pat Flanagan (now Mrs Barnard) and Olive Sorenson, in a rented house in Kew they called “Auntie Thingy’s place”. I spent some weeks after that at home and was then told to report to Shell, London prior to my next assignment. I took advantage of a stop over in Melbourne to stay a while with Cath again. By this time she was sharing a flat with Helen in Brighton. I then flew to London via Singapore, where I purchased an automatic watch, a transistor radio – a novelty in those days, a record player and a Zeiss Contaflex camera. On that trip we also stopped for fuel at Bangkok, Cairo and Rome so I saw a few airports if not much of the countries I passed through. I remember being appalled at the state of the Cairo airport, which seemed dirty, extremely spartan and full of Arabs who looked as if they would slit your throat at the drop of a hat!


  In London I spent some time at the head office and did a course in maintenance of echo sounding equipment at the factory of Kelvin Hughes, a firm manufacturing electrical and electronic equipment.  It was summer time when I was there so I enjoyed walking around London, seeing the sights and being amazed at how close together all the places we had heard of in the wartime news were. In one afternoon I walked past Buckingham Palace, along the Mall, saw the Houses of Parliament and Big Ben, Westminster Abbey, Hyde Park, Marble Arch, Oxford Street, Regent Street. Then on to Piccadilly Circus, Nelson’s monument in Trafalgar Square, The British Museum, The Strand, Charing Cross station and back to my very comfortable hotel in Grosvener Square.
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  My next assignment was in Nigeria, to which I flew by British Airways. I remember being given a special allowance of five pounds and told to put it in my passport as I went through Immigration and Customs in Lagos. This I did and the note disappeared while I was being processed through the barriers. At least it ensured a smooth passage, as I would not have enjoyed being locked up in Lagos on some pretext. From Lagos I went by local airline to Port Harcourt, the headquarters of Shell, Nigeria, on the banks of the Bonny River. The Bonny was in fact an eastern arm of the mighty Niger River delta. Port Harcourt was a terminal for oil pipelines from fields already producing in the area and tankers would sail up the Bonny River to load their cargo. Unfortunately for them the river was continually silting up with deposition from the Niger itself. A dredging operation had been commenced using a Dutch ocean going dredging vessel on contract to Shell.


  My first task in Nigeria was to join a crew on a converted tug to undertake soundings of the bed of the Bonny at its mouth. The Dutch dredge was being paid by the quantity of silt removed from the shipping channel, so someone had to measure what in fact had been removed. Every two weeks or so we would carry out a survey of the area dredged and cross our fingers that the results would show at least some silt removed, so they could pay the poor contractor! There was no vehicle access to Bonny from Port Harcourt so we used runabout water transport to get there and back. Fortunately Shell was well equipped and conscious of wasted travel time so our aluminium dinghies were fitted with powerful outboards and could plane along on top of the water at about 20 knots. The journey still took us about an hour and even longer in bad weather.


  
    [image: Port Harcourt, Nigeria]
    Port Harcourt in the Niger delta
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    Shell staff house I shared with two other men
  

  Our survey vessel was crewed by a typically arrogant Dutchman as captain, a very likeable Friesian engineer, an Indonesian clerk, myself as surveyor and a native crew. The Indonesian clerk was a veteran of many years standing with Shell, so he was a godsend as far as our welfare was concerned. He made sure that the cook knew how to cook Indonesian food so we were often treated to nasi goreng, a dish I had already grown very fond of.
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    Bonny at the mouth of the Bonny River
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    On the upstairs balcony of our Bonny digs
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    Dutch contract dredges
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    on the Bonny River
  

  Fortunately all our surveys indicated that silt had in fact been dredged from the channel, so eventually it was deemed deep enough to take the tankers fully laden without fear of running aground.  Before I departed from Bonny, I was asked to do a locality survey of a spit of land, which was becoming permanent on one side of the river mouth.  This I did and was very tempted to call the area ‘Turner Island’, as it had never been surveyed before. I was not game to suggest that to the bosses, but did drop a few hints in various places. I imagine it is now called after one of the same bosses, or has disappeared off the map as a lot of the estuary islands tended to do. Just before I left Bonny the local expatriate fellows I had got to know decided to throw a party. I went along and was surprised to see some native girls at the party. As the night wore on it became obvious why they had been invited. It was then that I realised what a racist I was as the sight of white boys making up to these ebony black girls left me feeling a bit sick. I didn’t enjoy the party after that and left early on the pretext of having to leave for Port Harcourt early the next day.
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    At work on the survey vessel
  

  My next task was to locate routes for oil drilling rigs to be towed on barges along rivers forming the delta, and sites where they could drop stanchions onto the river bed in order to stabilise the rig while drilling for oil. This involved small-scale hydrographic surveys along selected routes and then detailed river bed and water depth surveys at the chosen locations. I only saw one rig actually moved into place and was very gratified when it didn’t tip over when the weight of the rig was put on the platform! We lived on a houseboat in the delta during this time, but were able to get the odd weekend back in Port Harcourt. I shared a house there with other single employees and had got to know a few people, both from Shell and from the British Government, which was in the throes of arranging the hand over of Nigeria to the locals when they became independent in 1961. A group of us used to go out drinking together and there were often parties to go to. I had become friendly with one of the English nurses from the Port Harcourt hospital and enjoyed her company when I was in town.
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    Our houseboats at a drilling site
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    Echo sounding the riverbed
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    Installing platform for drilling rig
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    Operational rig with accommodation barge
  

  On arriving back at the houseboat after one of these weekend breaks, I was horrified to learn that the cook had been bitten by his puppy, after it had become rabid. The dog had been destroyed, but the cook had to undergo a series of about thirty injections to ward off the disease. Not only that but all the other people who might have come in contact with the pup, including myself, had to have a course of twenty injections for the same reason. I was sent back to Port Harcourt, where the company doctor duly administered the injections daily. This involved a jab with a very large needle in a different part of the stomach each day. The side effects were flu like symptoms, which made me feel very miserable for about a month. However, the alternative of catching rabies, which could lie dormant for years before it flared up and killed you, made the whole exercise bearable.


  Easter, 1960 was memorable for me, as a young lass, Lorna, who was secretary to the local British Administrator, arrived back in Port Harcourt after furlough. We immediately clicked and became close friends. The poor nurse was upset by this but put on a brave face and I tried to avoid her from then on. I was spending enough time in Port Harcourt by then to justify in my own mind the purchase of a brand new motor scooter. It was a Lambretta which I enjoyed riding and gave me independent mobility. Lorna didn’t seem to mind riding pillion either!


  I remember one evening Lorna had been invited to dinner with the Administrator, his wife and another couple. She asked if she could bring a friend so I was dragged along feeling very much out of my depth in such august company. All went smoothly until the main course arrived. I reached out for the salt and my sleeve caught the edge of my glass. Fortunately it was water and not the wine in the other glass alongside it, but it did make an embarrassing mess. Of course I tried to mop up the water with my napkin. I soon realised that that was not the thing to do, as our hostess calmly asked a servant hovering in the background to clean it up, bring me another napkin and refill my glass. I don’t remember much about the rest of the evening except that I was most unhappy and couldn’t get away quickly enough. Lorna was very forgiving – I think they all made allowances for the country boy from the antipodes.


  About this time, a friend of Lorna’s went on leave and left her Morris Minor in Lorna’s care. As she could not drive, I helped her to learn and as a result, found myself driving the Minor about quite a bit. I only mention this as it leads me to another time when I was driving it along the road into Port Harcourt where there were always groups of natives walking in family groups either to or from the markets. As I approached one such group going in my direction but on the other side of the road, I caught sight of a youngster of about four or five years break away from his mother and run diagonally across the road in front of me. Apparently he had spotted someone he knew and was hell bent on getting to them. I was not travelling very fast but the brakes on the car were not as good as they might have been so I realised I was going to run the little fellow down before I could stop. The only thing I could think to do was veer away in the direction he was running and hope he would see me before we collided. I managed to pull up with both wheels off the side of the road in time to see the little fellow with his head down run as fast as he could right into the front mudguard of the car.  It gave him a fright of course but he wasn’t hurt so I got out, picked him up and took him back across the road to his mother. Fortunately the group had seen the whole thing and seemed to think I had done a good job avoiding an accident.
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    Village scenes
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  Some drivers in Nigeria were apparently not so lucky. I was told the story of one local who ran a villager down. He was dragged from his car and set upon by the other villagers until he was beaten to death. They then went to retrieve the victim’s body only to find he had not been killed. In order to justify their summary execution of the driver they then found it necessary to dispatch their villager! I am not sure of the authenticity of that story but it does fit with others one heard in Nigeria such as the local who responded to a wanted ad for a good refrigerator. He came armed with not one but two certificates to say he was a qualified refrigerator and could he please have the job. The other side of life with the locals involved graft and corruption. My only direct experience was the fiver in the passport but I do know if you wanted any thing important you were expected to offer kickbacks. The other worrying aspect of the country’s impending independence was that the British had been selecting promising locals for further studies at universities in England. This had created an elite group who was supposed to lead the country into independence and democracy. Unfortunately wealth was far more important to them than the welfare of the masses so I am sure the populace suffered as a result when the time came.


  By June I was becoming restless again. My affair with Lorna was getting nowhere as her family were staunch Catholics and she wasn’t going to offend them by running off with me. I was suffering with stomach ulcers, which had been getting progressively worse since my time in New Guinea. I had also heard that Jan wanted a divorce and was prepared to admit to adultery in order to marry Bob and legitimise their son. This could not be achieved while I was still overseas so I decided to head home. I asked for compassionate leave but head office was a bit sick of someone who couldn’t separate their work from their domestic problems, so I resigned.






  I had visions of touring the continent and Britain before going home via the USA, and to that end I purchased a Volkswagen ex factory for collection in Frankfurt. Big time!  I didn’t want to tour on my own so I wrote to Kath Grewar, who was still in England at the time, asking her if she would join me. She wrote back promptly saying that she wouldn’t be able to, but that she might be able to find someone who would. That didn’t really suit me, so I gave the whole idea away, cancelled my order for the Volkswagen and arranged to go home via South Africa and Australia. I toyed with the idea of stripping down my Lambretta so I could ship it in to New Zealand as vehicle parts and thus avoid duty. In the end it all seemed a bit too difficult so I sold it for half its value to a local. I tell you I raced around to the bank with his cheque to make sure it didn’t bounce, which it didn’t.


  I left Port Harcourt after a tearful farewell with Lorna and flew by local aircraft to Kano, the international airport for Nigeria, situated in the dry north of the country. I was to catch a KLM flight that night for Johannesburg, so I waited at the airport until it was ready for take off. We taxied to the end of the runway in the DC6 but when we were more than half way down the strip the pilot aborted the take off and we lumbered off the end of the runway, bursting the main tyres in the effort. It turned out that there was an engine fire warning in the cockpit so the captain decided to pull up rather than risk the take off on one engine. Apparently it was just as well as we were trying to take off in a sudden squall and the wind changed direction to such an extent that we wouldn’t have got airborne anyway. So, instead of crashing off the end of the runway at full take off speed, we slid off under full brakes which is what caused the tyres to burst. Fortunately there was no panic on board even though emergency lighting had come on. The engineer came running through the cabin telling everyone to stay seated while he went down a rear emergency chute to see if the engine was really on fire. It wasn’t as it turned out so we waited in our seats until mobile steps arrived and we could disembark with dignity.
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    Our unsuccessful take off from Kano
  

  The airline put us up in the Kano Hotel and it was interesting that when the captain joined us passengers for dinner he got a standing ovation from everyone. It was as much an outpouring of relief as it was an acknowledgment of the captain’s skill. We were stranded in Kano for four days as it was the height of the crisis in the Belgian Congo when all the French were evacuated and there were just no planes available to replace the one stranded off the end of the runway at Kano. Our enforced holiday was not hard to take as we had first class accommodation and meals all at the expense of KLM. I got to know a couple of the Dutch hostesses and we spent most of the time between meals lazing around the pool swapping life stories. Eventually it all came to an end when a replacement aircraft became available, and we made another attempt to get to South Africa. The crew had also been replaced and I am sure the cabin staff wondered what they had struck when we all climbed aboard chatting like lifelong friends. I think some of the chatter was just nerves though because as we took off there was a noticeable hush among the passengers until we were happily airborne.


  I had arranged a few days stopover in Johannesburg, in order to visit the capital, Pretoria and the famous Kruger Park animal sanctuary. Pretoria proved to be a typical thriving administrative centre where it was noticeable, as it was in Johannesburg, that the whites and coloureds were strictly separated. The Kruger Park trip was a package deal but as there were only four of us for what should have been a bus load, we travelled in style in a chauffeur-driven Mercedes Benz. I enjoyed seeing the animals in the park and learning that there is a fine balance between the different species. Although the lions were dominant they didn’t just go around killing lesser beasts willy-nilly. They would make one kill a day and feed off that in the morning and again in the afternoon. They would then leave the carrion for hyenas, jackals and eventually the vultures to clean up while they went to drink at water holes in the river and sleep off their meal. I had always thought of vultures as dirty things but, when I saw what a good job they did cleaning up after the others, I had a lot more time for them, in spite of their ugly appearance.


  Scenes from my trip to Kruger park
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  While in Johannesburg I bought myself a warm topcoat and had an onyx signet ring made to match my cuff links. Our original cabin crew turned up in the mean time and I was able to spend a little more time with the Dutch hostesses, particularly one called Dolly, before I was due to leave. Eventually I caught a South African Airline flight out of South Africa flying via Mauritius, Christmas Island and Perth to Sydney. We had an unexpected stop over in Mauritius as the aircraft blew a tyre on landing and no replacement was available on the island. We were bussed to a township to stay in a hotel overnight, which gave us the opportunity to see a bit of the countryside with its sugar cane fields between steep hills. The island was a British dependency but had a strong influence of the 18th century French occupation while the population seemed to be predominantly of Indian background. Our plane was repaired by the next morning and we continued our journey without further incident.




  After passing through customs at Perth I flew on the same flight to Sydney. Cath had by this time transferred to the Bradmill factory at Rutherford, near Maitland in the Hunter Valley, as Personnel Officer. I was keen to see her and her new set up, so I did. I stayed about two weeks with Cath in her flat at the mill. I particularly remember our first dinner together as Cath had gone to a lot of trouble preparing it and opened a bottle of Hunter Valley red to go with it. Come to think of it there could have been more than one bottle! The upshot was that I had to excuse myself from the table late in the evening and waste all that food and good wine down the toilet. I have never to this day enjoyed red wine since! Cath was concerned about my general health, particularly after that episode so she insisted I see her doctor. He confirmed that I had ulcers and gave me some medicine and a lecture about lifestyle. I took the former but didn’t really worry too much about the latter.


  With a bit of money in the bank I was keen to indulge in a new car. I went around the dealers in Maitland and ended up with a brand new Holden ute. Leaving Cath in Rutherford I drove my latest acquisition to Sydney and put it and myself on the Wanganella, bound for Wellington. This time I was fly enough to bring the car in as a non-resident to avoid the savage customs duty. I think you were allowed one year as a visitor before the duty became payable – I decided to worry about that when the time came. Soon after I got home I said that I would like to do another trip to the South Island. Mother was keen to join me and even persuaded Dad to come too. Alan was by then working in the Post Office and had a good friend there that he was able to stay with while we were away. We set off in the ute, went across Cook Strait on the car ferry and did a circuitous tour of the south.
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    All set for the South Island trip
  

  
    [image: Cook Strait Ferry]
    Waiting to load the ute onto the Cook Strait Ferry
  

  On our return to Levin I looked for work and was pleased when my old boss was happy to take me on again. By this time Stuart was really running the practise and had opened an office in Wellington to expand it. He offered me the job of managing the Wellington office, which I jumped at. I worked in Wellington for the rest of that year, during which time the divorce case came up for settlement. I was summoned to attend and was asked to state my side of the story to the Magistrate. It seemed that his main concern was whether or not there was collusion between the parties, or whether I had genuinely been aggrieved. In the end he was satisfied and granted me a decree nisi. I guess it is not everyone who goes to court to be allowed to marry and then turns up again within two years for a divorce! After a break home at Christmas, I felt restless again and decided I would like to go back to Australia. Stuart thought I must have been in the tropics too long but graciously accepted my resignation.
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    Reunion dinner in Sydney
  

  In February, I said farewell to the family once more, loaded the ute on to the Wanganella again and set sail for Sydney. As soon as I got there I rang Cath with the idea of visiting her and perhaps finding work in her area. She told me she had just that day had a visit from Kath Grewar, who was on a motoring holiday with her parents. They had decided to take a trip to help get over the death of Kath’s sister Joan. Cath knew where they were staying in Sydney overnight so I contacted Kath and was able to meet her and her parents at their motel. Cath came with me to Sydney and was able to catch up with a New Zealand ex-flatmate while I visited Kath. We all enjoyed a reunion dinner at a restaurant that night. The Grewars left the next day for Melbourne and I went to stay with Cath again.


  Soon after we were surprised to hear that Helen and Kath were coming back to Sydney to stay for a while with their old friends, Don and Mary Cole, who were now living there. Rita Burrows was also with the Coles, so Cath and I went to visit them all. Kath came back to Maitland with us to stay for a few days. When it was time for Helen and Kath to leave they said they would stop off in Canberra to see an old Darwin friend Mary Percival, who had travelled south from Darwin with Kath and Rita. As it was Easter, Cath had some time off so we decided, in typical Territory spur of the moment style, to travel down in convoy with them.


  During this period, Kath and I were becoming closer and closer. By the time she and Helen left Canberra I warned her that if I came to Melbourne, which I was contemplating doing, she had better look out! She said something like “promises, promises” and so we parted again. It was not long after getting back to Maitland, however, that I decided to indeed go to Melbourne, as I couldn’t get Kath out of my mind. At the time she was living with her parents in Frankston and working in the local pharmacy, mainly on the photographic side of the business. It was not long before I summoned up the courage to ask Kath to marry me and she accepted on the condition that I formally ask her father for her hand in marriage. What a trial of courage that was! Anyway it all went off pretty well, we became engaged in early April 1961 and decided we would marry when I got a decent job. Kath’s parents were very kind to me and made me feel very much at home with them. We had a great engagement party at the Frankston home of one of the family friends, and another with Helen and most of the old Darwin friends at Helen’s place in Woodside Crescent, Toorak.


  I set about looking for work and visited the survey office of the Department of Interior in the hope of a job with them. They had no vacancies at the time, but suggested I should try the Commonwealth mapping agency, National Mapping, which had an office in Collins Street. I went around to the Natmap office and asked the receptionist if I could see someone about the possibility of work with them. Who should come out to greet me but Joe Lines, the surveyor who had stayed with us briefly in Sleisbeck. He remembered me, better than I did him, and said he would be happy to take me on as a temporary topographic surveyor subject to the approval of his boss in Melbourne and their head office in Canberra. In a matter of days I was given a job and started to learn a new aspect of surveying.


  As I now had a ‘decent’ job the wedding date was set for 23rd August. Meanwhile I found myself a flat in St Kilda and commuted to the city where the Natmap office was located in the old Jolimont Building at 497 Collins Street. Joe took me under his wing and, as he knew I was to be married, refrained from sending me away to work in the north during that field season. Instead I was given work in the office and was able to help plan for our marriage, look for somewhere to live together and get used the idea of being married. Eventually the big day arrived. Although we were both Church of England by upbringing, we were not permitted to be married in the Anglican church as I was already divorced. Kath’s father was a Methodist so we approached the Minister of a lovely Methodist church in Toorak, who was only too happy to oblige.


  Eventually the big day arrived. Mother and Dad didn’t feel they could afford the cost of coming over for the wedding. I wouldn’t be surprised if Mother said something like, “Oh dear, here we go again, I wonder how long this one will last.” Cath came down from Maitland to represent the family. Fortunately for me, Earl James, by now married with children, was living and working in Melbourne and agreed to be my best man. As Kath had both her sister Nan and Helen as bridesmaids, Nan’s husband, Les agreed to be groomsman to even things up.


  As I knew very few other people in Melbourne, I was spared the embarrassment of a big stag party but, by the morning of the wedding, I was feeling my old ulcers again and full of nerves. I can remember sitting in the front pew with Earl for what seemed like an eternity, standing up and giving Kath a sickly grin as she approached down the aisle and then the rest is a blur. I was later told by both my bride and my best man, that they each took an arm and steadied me as I mumbled my way through the service. Our very sympathetic minister, the Rev. Freeman, could see that I was having trouble and shortened the service so that I could get through it before I fell over. There is a very telling photo of us with Kath signing the register while I am standing behind her with the pastiest face one could imagine!
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  Once I got moving again and out in the fresh air, I started to feel a bit more with it and even enjoy myself. We had a very palatial evening reception at a venue called Butleigh Wooton not far from where we were married. We spent our first night at the Chevron Hotel in St Kilda Road and then headed for the Gold Coast where we had booked a unit for two weeks. The next night we stayed at a motel in Young and then pressed on hoping to get accommodation in Glen Innes or Tenterfield. However, when we arrived in Glen Innes at about 6pm we discovered there were no vacancies in town. The sympathetic hotel owner phoned through to Tenterfield for us, only to find there was nothing available there either. Her suggestion was that we head for the coast as we were more likely to find something in Grafton or north of there. After a meal in Glen Innes, we headed down the Gwydir Highway, which was mainly a dirt road in those days. It was a slow drive during which Kath slept most of the time but I enjoyed the drive in the bright moonlight feeling very pleased with life. It must have been about midnight before we reached Grafton. The place looked so deserted we didn’t even stop to look for somewhere to stay. We continued north through a number of small towns which looked equally uninviting and eventually ended up in Tweed Heads at about 4am. As we were not booked at our Surfers Paradise unit until that night, we found a very cheap but comfortable room in a holiday boarding house at Tweed and slept solidly until about 11am.


  That night we started our stay in the unit and from then on enjoyed ourselves immensely. That is until the night we went to the nightclub at the Surfers Paradise Hotel. The floorshow included a strip tease act – nothing too risque you understand. I must have made some appreciative remark because, when we got back to the unit Kath said she could do a strip tease just as well as the lass at the hotel. Well by this time I was pretty full and could not stop laughing throughout Kath’s performance. She was understandably annoyed at such a reception and told me so in no uncertain terms! I am not sure that she has ever really forgiven me for that humiliation.


  On our way back from the Gold Coast we stopped off briefly with Cath at Maitland and then went on to Sydney. I am not sure where we stayed in Sydney, but we spent some of the time visiting Kath’s elderly relatives there. We also had a phone call from Cath to say that a KLM stewardess named Dolly had called her. Dolly had been transferred to the Sydney KLM flights and was hoping to catch up with me again. Kath graciously allowed me to contact Dolly and we all met in a hotel lobby for drinks before she had to fly back to Holland. Kath remarked that it wasn’t every bride on her honeymoon who had to meet an old girlfriend of her new husband.


  Eventually we arrived back in Melbourne and took up residence in a flat in Surrey Hills. It was actually half a house which had been converted and suited us well while we decided on something more permanent. Kath had given up her job before we got married but after a few weeks in the flat she was offered a job with her old school friend whose husband had gone into partnership in a newsagency in Mitcham.




  In my first year at Natmap, staying in the office was a good opportunity for me to become familiar with photogrammetric procedures and get to know the people I worked with. Although I had studied photogrammetry as part of my qualifications, topographic mapping by photogrammetry was an unfamiliar field for me so it took me a while to feel confident at work. The main task of the surveyors was to establish control points, and pinpoint them on the aerial photographs, at intervals throughout the country to be mapped. This provided a base on which the photographs could be oriented and scaled before the topographic information was transferred to a map using photogrammetric plotting equipment. The accepted method of establishing these control points was to take observations to selected stars, measuring their altitude against time with a theodolite and chronometer. These were called astro-fixes and had been widely used throughout Australia to control the mapping at 1:250 000 scale, which had been done to that time.


  By 1961, it was evident that astro-fixes would not be sufficiently accurate for control under the more stringent specifications for a new programme of mapping at 1:100 000 scale, required for defence and resource exploration. Electronic distance measuring equipment had been introduced in the form of a device called the Tellurometer as early as 1957. This had revolutionised the traditional method of triangulation for precise (or Geodetic) surveying. It was a highly portable and accurate means of measuring distances over many miles, provided line of sight was available. It also afforded a new method of establishing ground control for mapping, but involved a lot of field work to traverse between the control points, which were needed about every 60 miles.


  During 1961, Natmap was given the money to purchase a new airborne version of the Tellurometer called Aerodist, which had been developed in South Africa. It was designed to enable airborne control units to measure distances to remote units on the ground over a combined distance of about 100 miles. This offered an ideal tool for our mapping control, which needed to be placed at the corners of a 60-mile grid. To be able to calculate the coordinates of these control points using only distances, we also had to measure the diagonals of the grid over distances of about 100 miles. (I apologise for all the technical jargon, but this was to be my main preoccupation at work for the next few years.)
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  On the home front, we had decided to build ourselves a house in Frankston and, once that was started we moved into a flat in Seaford to be able to watch it grow and start on some of the landscaping. The flat had been occupied by a surveyor from Natmap, who was moving into his own new home. He offered us some of the furniture and appliances they had there, which we were happy to buy at a very reasonable price to get us started in the new house. It was built for us by a neighbour and good friend of the Grewars, on a block in Tara Drive, part of a new subdivision. We moved in during February and Kath, with the help of her mother and Nan, started turning the house into a home. Meanwhile I got used to commuting by train to the city each day.


  After my first six months in Natmap, I had been promoted from Surveyor Grade 1 to Grade 2. Early in 1962, the Aerodist equipment arrived and I was given the task of putting it into service, for which honour I was made a Senior Surveyor. We established test sites, first in Broadmeadows, where we could use a truck rather than an aircraft to carry the control stations, and then a more adventurous test range from the You Yangs north along the western side of Port Phillip. By this time we had hired a helicopter to carry the control units and attempted full-scale trials. However the equipment proved very unreliable and, in spite of the best endeavours of an engineer sent out especially from South Africa, we had to abandon any fieldwork for that year while the Aerodist was shipped back to South Africa for modification. By this time our photogrammetrists were getting anxious to have some control data to work with, so I took a field party to central Queensland in the middle of the year to do some tellurometer traversing in the Clermont-Emerald area.


  Not long after I got back from Queensland, Timothy arrived. As a welcome home present for Kath when she came out of hospital, I had bought a new TV (black and white, of course) but realised what a trauma she had been through when she burst into tears on seeing it – most un-Kath like! For many years she had been subject to periods of affliction which had been variously diagnosed as ‘flu, malaria or even ‘la grippe’ by a doctor when she was unwell in Spain. It was pretty certain she would be affected by having a baby as post-natal depression has much the same symptoms. Nanna Grewar saved the day by organising and paying for a housekeeper to look after things so I was able to continue working. After about eight weeks Kath was over the worst so we could start to enjoy our new son and the changes having a child made to our lives. We became very domesticated and enjoyed developing the garden and buying furniture etc. for the home.


  Early in 1963, the replacement Aerodist equipment arrived so we set about testing it in the Western District of Victoria around Colac. After successful trials there we moved to Gayndah in Queensland to start work in earnest. However, on our first night there one of the field assistants rolled a truck, which limited our capacity to operate, let alone giving me a headache as party leader. As it was we had trouble with the equipment while the truck was being repaired, so the first three weeks were pretty fruitless and frustrating. We finally got both going and managed to complete a few quadrilaterals of a pattern that was to cover a large part of the continent by the time it was finished in the early seventies.


  
    [image: Aerodist equipment]
    Aerodist equipment in Bell helicopter
  

  1964 saw another Aerodist operation in Queensland, but I was recalled in time to be at home for Dianne’s arrival. Again Kath went to bed for about six weeks but the housekeeper, Ellie Green, came to the fore again so we got through that period without too much trouble. With our enlarged family the old Holden ute was not suitable transport, so we shouted ourselves a new Ford Falcon station wagon. This was the model designed for Australian conditions after a development cost of about a million pounds. It proved to be every bit as good as the adverts claimed too! I was still commuting to Melbourne and had bought myself a bike to get to the station in the morning. It was fine going to work as it was downhill all the way, but I jibbed at riding uphill after a day at work so Kath used to meet me at the station and drive me and my bike home. That is until the day my foot slipped off the pedal and into the front wheel, catapulting me over the handlebars on to the road. Fortunately I was wearing my heavy South African topcoat and was only really winded. The worst part was having to carry the bike with its buckled front wheel down the rest of the way to the station after I had recovered my breath. From then on Kath ran me down to the station in the morning as well.


  My spell back at the office afforded an opportunity to develop our computing capacity to cope with the calculations needed to establish latitude and longitude of the Aerodist ground stations. I learnt about Fortran programming, punched paper tape and card reading computers. At this time the geodetic survey of Australia was being computed by the people in Canberra, under Tony Bomford’s guidance. They were using a sophisticated least squares adjustment method which lent itself to reducing the data from our Aerodist measurements. Consequently we became involved with the CSIRO computing division in Canberra who, at that time, were undertaking all computing for the Commonwealth Government.


  Late in 1964 there was a need to get some survey control in a remote part of Western Australia, so I was assigned to an operation involving a helicopter and support vehicles to observe some astro-fixes, which were sufficiently accurate for the maps involved. The first thing I had to do was brush up on how to do astro-fixes! With some help from old timers at work, I practised the procedure and by the time I left by air to join the advance party I was reasonably confident I could get the required results. The party consisted of myself and another observer, a booker for each of us, a 3 ton Bedford to carry supplies, mainly avgas, two International 4X4 one tonners, our standard field vehicle, and a chartered two seater Hughes helicopter, with pilot/engineer.


  I flew to Port Hedland and was met there by my offsider. We then drove via Marble Bar, Nullagine and Roy Hill, from where we headed into the Great Sandy Desert and set up base camp on the side of an ill-defined track. Each day we would be taken out by helicopter to a preselected spot, navigating by the seat of our pants and the help of old photomaps. We would then spend the night there while the helicopter went back to ferry the other observer to his location and return to base. It was all a bit spooky being left out in the middle of the desert with no transport but we managed to complete the job without incident.


  In 1965 and 1966 we carried out further Aerodist field work, this time in fixed wing aircraft. The first of these years we used a chartered Aerocommander and in the second and later a Grandcommander which was a stretched version of the former. During 1966 our 1:100 000 mapping programme was officially approved by Cabinet, so we were able to persuade the Public Service Board that we needed a reorganisation of the topographic office. A position of Assistant Director was created to head up the office, with two Supervising Surveyors and a Chief Photogrammetrist under him. Joe Lines was promoted to Assistant Director and he was instrumental in me getting his old position of Supervising Surveyor. My new position involved not only survey control supervision but also the new technology of automated photogrammetry. Sophisticated equipment had just been developed to do much of the work of producing contoured maps from aerial photographs automatically. As always, Natmap was to the fore in innovation and it was not long before we had equipment of this sort from two overseas manufacturers. From then on the 1:100 000 mapping programme took off in earnest.
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  Meanwhile, on the home front, Kath was expecting our third child so we decided to build a larger home on a larger block. We settled on a half-acre block in Overport Road and designed a four-bedroom house which we felt would suit our needs and lifestyle. In April, 1966, Kath’s father died of a stroke, which put a big damper on our plans. However we decided to go ahead and our Tara Drive house sold before our new one was anywhere near ready. Nanna Grewar very kindly offered for us to stay in her house on the Esplanade in Frankston while we were waiting for our place to be completed. She moved into a flat in a block owned by Uncle Les. In September Michelle arrived and, although it was the easiest of the three births for Kath, she still took a few weeks to get over it. Again Ellie Green helped out which eased the burden considerably. We eventually moved into the house before Christmas that year and enjoyed settling in to our new environment. I am sure Nanna was just as happy to have her home back too!


  Everything must have gone fairly smoothly for a few years after that. The only significant thing I remember, apart from much landscaping, was having you all christened at the same time in a lovely little church in Mt Eliza. Timothy went off to preschool in 1967 and to Frankston Primary in 1968. About this time there was a loud knock on the door one night and who should be standing there but Alan Harford. It turned out that he had married Jo all right, not long after they got to Adelaide and then spent quite some time working for 3M, the printing and stationery supplies firm, in England, Jo’s home country. They had raised their family in England but were now back in Australia and living in a rented house in Seaford. Apparently Alan had been in touch with Helen who gave him our address so he decided to contact us. So we renewed our friendship with the Harfords. They subsequently built a house in Pearcedale, where they live to this day.


  At work I was enjoying my new responsibilities and even had to act in Joe’s Assistant Director job on occasions. I particularly remember the first of these.  The floor we occupied in the old Rialto building had previously been used by the Works Department, before they were moved to Canberra. At the front was a magnificent office, which the Secretary of that department had had panelled in oak for his own use. The desk he left behind was huge and complimented by a large upholstered chair on castors. On my first occasion as Acting Assistant Director I sat down in the big chair and leant back for a moment or two to savour the occasion. I then leant forward to reach for papers in the in-tray. The huge chair shot out from under me and I ended up in a heap under the desk. I was not so cocky about being the temporary boss after that!


  In the late sixties there was a general cut back in the Federal Public Service and we were told to review our establishment. A small committee was formed consisting of a personnel officer, a representative of the drafting union and one from the professional officers association. I was assigned to represent the POA and we set about preparing a report on how our Melbourne office could be streamlined. This involved discussions with staff and management until we came up with a proposal to reduce the nominal roll from about 400 positions to some 265. This proposal was accepted by the Department and the personnel officer, Laurie Warsnop and myself were given the task of writing new job descriptions and creating a structure to make the office work with the greatly reduced positions. Of course, as with any government organisation, not all the positions were filled, so we managed to cut back without too many complaints from the staff.


  About this time there was also a proposal for Natmap to undertake a bathymetric mapping programme of the continental shelf area surrounding Australia. This was prompted by the international Law of the Sea Convention, which permitted individual nations to take responsibility for the resources of their offshore areas to a far greater extent than previously. Our main client for maps, the Bureau of Mineral Resources, was about to embark on a geological and geophysical programme on the continental shelf and needed contour maps of the sea bed on which to plot their results. The continental shelf around Australia varies in width from about twenty miles along the coast of New South Wales to about 300 miles off the south western coast of Western Australia. It includes the Great Barrier Reef to the east and a connecting bridge between Australia and Timor. In all its area is about the same as that of mainland Australia.




  In 1970, a position of Assistant Director was created in Canberra to head up this new programme of bathymetric mapping. I was lucky enough to get the job, which meant we had to sell up in Frankston and move to Canberra. I moved there early in 1971 and, after a brief stay in Macquarie Hostel, managed to rent a house in Scrivener Street, O’Connor so that the family could join me. This you all did before the school year started, Timothy and Dianne going to Lyneham primary school and Michelle to Turner pre-school while we were there. Before long we were joined by a puppy Kath bought, to take the place of the two cats we had left behind in Frankston. The young puppy was an Afghan, the runt of the litter, but a most likeable pet, which we called Abdul.


  We had tried to sell the house before I left Frankston, but had no luck, even with an auction the agent organised for us. This prevented us from buying a home in Canberra, but didn’t stop Kath from looking! Before long, she had found a house she wanted us to live in which had been built by the manager of Jennings in Canberra. It was basically a Jennings design but had a number of additions and changes the manager had incorporated. He and his family had only lived in it for about a year when he was transferred to Sydney. Fortunately, our house in Frankston sold at about this time so we were able to sign a contract on the one Kath had her heart set on in Macquarie. We moved to Clint Place in July 1971 and spent the next ten years there while you were all growing up.


  
    [image: 11 Clint Place]
    11 Clint Place, Macquarie
  

  Meanwhile I was busy trying to get our Bathymetric programme off the ground (or should that be water?). It was decided that most of the work should be done by contract, or outsourcing as it is now called, and to that end the first thing to do was produce a set of specifications that potential contractors could submit tenders for. We decided to start operations at the bottom of the Great Barrier Reef and work southwards from there where the continental shelf was narrow and we could use shore-based positioning systems to control our surveys. Tenders were invited during 1971 and advertised widely, so much so that we soon had a delegation of Japanese businessmen visiting us with detailed tender proposals. As I recall, their brief was not only to secure the first contract, which went to the New South Wales border, but to try to persuade us to allow them to complete the whole programme without calling any further tenders. We declined their offer, even though there were indications that it would be to our personal benefit to accept their proposal.


  A number of tenders were eventually received, the one selected being from a new company set up for the purpose with the front man being the newly retired Naval Hydrographer. It was a sound proposal involving a small passenger cruiser called the ‘Coralita’, which could accommodate the survey crew and a departmental observer and had quite a good endurance to enable up to two weeks continuously at sea. The survey eventually commenced after the summer wet season in 1972, with the ship being based in Mooloolabah. Naturally I was the first departmental observer and, with the help of some Travelcalm tablets, managed to enjoy the experience and learn a lot about surveying at sea. Over the next few years our efforts continued, both through contracts with various companies and eventually with our own survey staff.


  During this period I also found myself getting involved with the cartographic side of the programme. Bathymetric maps were a new concept to our drafting staff and differed considerably from traditional hydrographic charts so that we started almost from scratch to design a suitable format for them. This requirement, plus a need for us to keep abreast of the overseas trends in bathymetric mapping and equipment, gave me the opportunity to visit other countries. After getting the go ahead from the government’s Overseas Visits Committee, I set off on trip in 1974. As John and Helen kindly offered to look after you while we were away, Kath was able to come with me. In those days, officers of a certain level, which included Assistant Directors of Mapping, were able to travel first class. Of course we had to pay for Kath’s fare and, as the difference between first and economy class was some $800 Kath elected to fly economy and threatened to spend the savings on clothes from Harrods or the like!


  In the event it was a highly successful trip. We left Sydney in a brand new Jumbo jet just before dinner. I mentioned to the steward that my wife was with me but relegated to economy class and he agreed that she could join me after dinner, suggesting that we both go up to the first class lounge which the upper deck then consisted of. This we did and thoroughly enjoyed chatting in what soon became an otherwise empty lounge, with a hostess bringing us strong but free whiskies as soon as our glasses were empty. The next thing we knew the pilot announced that we had commenced our descent into Honolulu and would everyone please return to their seats. Needless to say, our stopover in Honolulu is a bit of a haze but before long we were off again to Los Angeles where I was allowed a rest day, which we used to visit Disneyland. Next stop was Houston where there was an expo, which included some equipment rather remotely related to my job. This stopover enabled us to visit the NASA control centre, see downtown Houston, a huge baseball superdome and go to the pictures (neither of us can remember what the film was).


  From Houston we flew to London via Miami. I was to see a Government Department in Southampton and a firm that made electronic positioning systems in Guilford, south of London in Surrey. While I was in Southampton, Kath took the opportunity to visit Mary Percival’s mother in St Leonards on the south east coast. When we joined up again that night we hired a car and drove down to a delightful hotel in a rustic little village called Burford Bridge. The hotel was renowned as the establishment in which Keats finished his epic ‘Endymion’ and Nelson said his farewell to Lady Hamilton. Robert Louis Stevenson also stayed there. I can’t for the life of me remember how we came to stay there, other than that it is near Guilford, but we were completely fascinated by the hotel, its setting below a huge cliff called Box Hill beside the Mole River and its romantic history.


  The next day I visited the firm at Guilford, which was managed at the time by John Luckin. I had known John in Nigeria where he was in charge of the team providing positioning services for our survey vessel and the drilling rigs used by Shell. (Recalling this reminds me of the day when the building that he used as an office and storeroom for all their spare equipment caught fire. With the lack of fire fighting equipment in Port Harcourt it was not long before the whole thing burnt to the ground). John welcomed me like a long lost friend and, when the business side of proceedings was over, suggested that we might like to join him for dinner and a pub crawl of the area. Of course we jumped at the chance and had a most memorable evening visiting a number of taverns and sampling the local atmosphere and beer.


  As we had a weekend to fill in before flying out to Canada, we took the opportunity to drive down to Devon to see Helen’s foster parents who lived in Chagford on the edge of  Dartmoor. We travelled via Reading, Stonehenge on the Salisbury Plains, through the beautiful farmlands of Dorset and Hampshire. Kath had got to know Tom and Mary Every quite well when she was living in England and on other occasions when they had visited Helen in Australia. We were greeted like long lost friends and treated to such wonderful hospitality that it was almost embarrassing. Tom was a Quantity Surveyor, but by then had retired to his property called ‘Furlong’ and become a gentleman farmer.  We absolutely loved the property with its grand manor and millhouse, the latter to become their home after renovation a few years later.


  We seemed to cram a lot into that weekend, including a drive through the moors and on to Plymouth with its historical significance. Tom took me down to the ‘local’ before dinner. It was only a short walk as the pub was located right outside the driveway to their house. I managed to get through one half pint of English mild, but then switched to German lager which was chilled and much more to my taste. We also visited the village at Chagford and Tom and Mary’s beautiful church at Drewsteighton, where Tom and Mary kindly hosted a dinner for us and another couple at the local pub. We drove back to London via the coast and saw some delightful fishing villages clustered around narrow coves – real postcard stuff. As we came back into London we passed through ‘New Forest’ which was every bit as fascinating as any Sherwood Forest we might have seen in the movies! I felt so attracted to the English countryside that we saw, that I managed to convince myself that there is such a thing as reincarnation and that I had definitely lived there in a previous life.


  We stayed the Sunday night back in London and were due to fly out of Heathrow at about 10am the next morning. I had arranged to return our hire car at the airport, so we decided to set out early and take in the Kew Gardens en route. As we drove out of the basement car park, I was surprised to see a petrol bowser on the exit ramp. It seemed to me to be an odd place to buy petrol until we were tootling along the Embankment in morning peak hour traffic when our motor died. Fortunately in a way, we were pulled up a few cars back from a major intersection in the lane adjacent to a traffic divider. With Kath’s help at the wheel, I was able to push the car onto the median strip before the traffic started whizzing by in both directions. A kindly motorist who pulled alongside when the lights next turned red told me there was a petrol station about a mile down the road so, leaving Kath to be buffeted about by the traffic, I hotfooted it down the road. The petrol station eventually loomed into sight and, having paid five shillings for a gallon of petrol and a one pound deposit on the can, I retraced my steps and was able to get us mobile again. Needless to say all thought of Kew Gardens went out the window but, as we had started early, we were still able to get to the airport in good time.


  We flew from Heathrow to St Johns in Newfoundland, where we changed to a local flight which took us to Halifax, Nova Scotia. Halifax lies on one side of a river while on the other is Dartmouth, the home of the eastern division of the Canadian Hydrographic Office. I had arranged to visit this office so we stayed two nights in a motel there. The first night we were entertained by a huge ice skating rink catching fire just up the road from the motel. Being built of timber, as most houses in that area are, there was not much hope of saving it and by next morning it was just a smouldering heap. As my official visit was that morning, we found time in the afternoon to see ‘The Sting’ at the movies, which we both thoroughly enjoyed.


  Halifax was also the home of an old friend of Kath’s, Wendy Roberts. Wendy had sailed to London with Kath and her other friends in 1959. Although an Australian, Wendy had met a Canadian doctor in London and they were now married and living in Halifax where he had a medical practise. We spent a very enjoyable evening with them although I seem to remember it wasn’t long before the conversation turned to “Whatever happened to so and so” and “Do you remember so and so”. Not surprising I suppose after fifteen years.


  From Halifax we flew to Fredricton, New Brunswick where I was to attend a week long Geodesy conference. Kath was well looked after by the local organiser’s wives and I think the most memorable occasion was when the conference dinner consisted of a seafood smorgasbord. We were all issued with a huge bib to tie around our necks and proceeded to hoe into prawns, crabs and, most importantly for Kath, huge lobsters. The other interesting episode in Fredricton occurred just after the conference broke up about 3pm. Kath met me at the venue as we had to fly out to Ottawa that night. She said she had seen something in a shop that she would love to buy but wasn’t sure if I would go along with it. No wonder when I discovered that it was a glass model of a sailing ship! However it was a beautiful piece and so we bought it. The next problem was how were we going to carry it half way round the world without it getting broken. The shop we bought it from were not very helpful so we headed off to the local general store to try to get some ideas. By this time the shops were about to close and our flight was getting ready to depart. We finally decided on two bags of cotton balls and as a last resort bought a kiddy’s tin lunch box, which accommodated both the model and the cotton balls.


  Rather than put this article in a suitcase and risk it still getting broken from rough baggage handling, Kath agreed to nurse the lunch box all the way home. Due to a recent spate of highjacks, security was very tight so at every check point from then on Kath would go up to the security officer and open the tin for inspection. Out would burst a cloud of cotton balls, which usually scared the hell out of the guard and involved Kath in a frantic recovery of our special padding. I kept well back and tried not to smile too broadly each time this happened.


  In Ottawa I paid a brief visit to some Government offices, which was only an excuse to compare the city with Canberra, a similar concept, and to catch up with friends of Nan and Les who we had met socially in Frankston. Eleanor and Jimmy Smith were a delightful couple who had us to dinner and the next day Eleanor took us sightseeing around Ottawa, which was quite fascinating. I was interested to learn that large complexes such as the university were connected by series of pedestrian tunnels so that people could still get around in winter when the snow was thick on the ground.


  From Ottawa we flew to Ontario where we had a brief stopover, the highlight of which was to stand on about the third level of a huge shopping mall and look down on people ice skating in a large central rink. The idea of the stopover was to enable us to catch a bus around to Niagara Falls, which we did and enjoyed the scenery from the bus and Niagara Falls itself, although we didn’t go on the boat which we saw taking tourists right to the base of the falls! We caught another bus to the border at Buffalo, where we were scheduled to catch a local flight to Washington. We ambled through the border post with all the other passengers and it wasn’t until I asked a customs officer where we could catch a taxi that we were sprung as foreigners! I should have asked for a cab! Anyway, he was very nice about our illegal entry and, after filling in the obligatory forms, we were on our way to Washington, D. C.


  Again I had some pretty lame excuse for stopping over in Washington, but it did give us a chance to see the White House, Lincoln’s memorial and a few other touristy things. We were surprised at the number of black people everywhere one went in Washington. Although I don’t recall it at all, Kath insists that we were taken to dinner by a couple at a very exclusive gentleman’s club in Washington.


  From Washington we flew down to Norfolk, Virginia, at the southern end of Chesapeake Bay, and stayed in Newport News where I was to visit a firm called Hastings Raydist, which manufactured a very competitive positioning system and other nautical type equipment. We were both invited to visit the factory, where Kath was presented with a miniature glass teapot made by the firm’s professional glass blower while we watched. The company was owned and run by Mr Hastings and his wife, who took a very hands-on approach to entertaining visitors. So much so that we were taken for a lunch time cruise with them in their launch, which was decked out with all the equipment they manufactured and a huge seafood lunch. We must have been there over a weekend again as Mr Hastings arranged for his sales manager, Allan Comstock and his wife, Dot to look after us for the rest of our stay.


  This involved a lovely evening at their palatial suburban home at Newport News. We sat on a pontoon on the lagoon at the bottom of the garden and fed the ducks while enjoying pre-dinner drinks, followed by a sumptuous dinner and family type conversation with one of the most hospitable and companionable couples I think we have ever met. The next day they insisted on taking us to visit Williamsburg, which was nearby and was the original capital of the state of Virginia. Thanks initially to a grant from J. D. Rockefeller, the centre of the city has been progressively restored to represent an early colonial working village where all the people are dressed in period costume and ply the trades of the era. Although this concept is fairly common now, for instance Old Sydney Town and Ballarat, we were most impressed at the time, particularly by the apparent authenticity of the village.


  Following another dinner with the Comstocks, this time in a restaurant in a huge shopping mall, we said a sad farewell to our new found friends and flew out the next day to Columbus, Ohio. We had a week in Columbus while I attended another Geodesy conference. Again, Kath was well looked after by the organisers and we managed to make some new acquaintances and see a bit of Columbus. From there we flew via Chicago, over Salt Lake City at about 30,000 feet to San Fransisco and so home, complete with glass boat and kettle. The description of this episode in our lives may seem a bit long winded, but we managed to cram a fair amount into the time we were away and I still have some very fond memories of the trip. Kath went to some trouble to create an album of photos of this trip, so I haven’t included any here.


  The next three years saw an increase in our bathymetric activities with part time use of one of the Department of Transport’s lighthouse supply vessels, the Cape Pillar. There were three identical lighthouse vessels, but with the increasing automation of the coastal lighthouses, they were not fully utilised. This enabled us to put together a survey team of our own which operated in deeper water for part of the year, while contract work continued with smaller vessels in the more confined waters. New equipment was becoming available, including the early versions of the global positioning system which enabled accurate ship’s positioning without recourse to land based survey stations.




  Other advancements were also of interest to us and I have always admired the way our Director, Bruce Lambert was prepared to argue with Treasury at budget time for the funds to let us purchase the latest equipment. We became involved with the new satellite imagery, which provided false colour photographs of the earth and were very useful in depicting the limits of the Great Barrier Reef. We were also involved with the Defence Weapons Research Establishment, Salisbury S.A., in developing an airborne scanning laser depth recorder. This was an extension of the work done by them on our behalf in producing a laser terrain profiler, which had proved very successful for ground height control for contour mapping.


  This period also saw changes in our home situation too. In 1975, my mother had a massive stroke and Cath and I rushed over to N. Z. to see her. When we arrived the ambulance people were there to take her to the hospital and her doctor was not optimistic about her recovery. Poor Dad was devastated of course, as Mother had done everything for him. I could not stay long but Cath very generously offered to remain and look after Dad until something could be worked out. She had recently left work and decided to try her hand at painting but this was severely curtailed by her decision to stay on. Mother survived but lost the use of her speech and legs so was given permanent accommodation in the nursing home in Levin. Meanwhile, Cath was trying to cope with Dad and all his demands, including regular visits to Mother, which were always quite heart wrenching. After about three months it was all getting too much for Cath so we discussed getting Dad into the local war veteran’s home. Cath made all the arrangements and I flew over briefly to give her some moral support, help get him into the home and sort out the years of accumulated furniture and belongings so we could put the house on the market.


  Dad left the house without a backward glance, which made me think he had lost interest in his past life, and settled into the vet’s home. His only comment about that place before we left was to liken it to the old days in the army barracks! I’m not sure whether that was much of a comfort to him but he was now able to walk over each day to spend some time with Mother, who showed no signs of improving. After another five months or so Dad suffered heart failure and died at the age of eighty-three. Cath, Kath and I went over for Dad’s funeral, visited Mother and then had to return to our commitments. Some three weeks after returning, we were advised that Mother had also passed away. I for one, am quite convinced that she knew damned well what was going on and, when Dad stopped visiting her, there was no point in continuing the struggle. Again we went over for the funeral and stayed a few days to sort things out. Dad and Mother were both cremated in Palmerston North and we understand there are remembrance plaques to them in a Veteran’s memorial wall.


  While all this was going on Kath’s Mother was also having problems of her own. After we left Frankston she had decided to sell her house on the Esplanade and then went through a series of accommodation until she eventually decided she would move to Canberra to be near Kath. We helped her find a nice little house in Jarvis Place just through the walkway from Clint Place. She moved in 1975 and managed to look after herself for a couple of years until her self confidence left her. We decided she should come and live with us and bought a caravan which we parked in the back yard for Timothy to use as his den. Nanna moved in to Tim’s room and went progressively down hill over the next two years. In retrospect I don’t know how Kath coped with us all during that time. She had gone back to work as soon as Michelle started primary school and by the time Nanna came to stay she had commitments to work, you children, her Mother and of course to me! Eventually Nanna became too much of a burden to look after so she was moved into the Allambie Nursing Home in Aranda. Soon after she passed away after another, more severe stroke and was cremated in Canberra. There is a brass plaque in her memory in the Crematorium gardens. After all this we decided to extend the house to enable Tim to come back under the roof and have a spare room and den as well as a large double room for you girls at the back. This was duly completed, the caravan was sold without ever being towed by us on the road and things settled down for a while.


  Meanwhile there had been changes on the work front as well. Our Director, Bruce Lambert was due to retire at the beginning of 1977 so well beforehand he nominated Joe Lines as his successor. Joe accepted the position but never occupied it as his health deteriorated for a time and he was boarded out. The Director’s choice was then between myself and the other Canberra-based Assistant Director, Tony Bomford who looked after Geodesy and map production.  Tony was an M.A. Cantab and had an English Brigadier father who had written a definitive textbook on Geodetic Surveying. It was not really surprising that he was chosen for the position, but Bruce was good enough to nominate me for selection to a new course for the development of potential second division officers. This was a level in the service I had always aspired to so I readily accepted the chance and was duly sent on the first Executive Development Scheme.  We spent thirteen weeks at a conference centre in Ingleside near Mona Vale north of Sydney, with a long weekend break at home. I dubbed us the “FEDS” but that moniker never seemed to stick.




  After the formal training session involving some pretty high class lecturers, not the least of which was John Howard, who was then a junior Minister in Fraser’s administration, we were to undertake three postings to various participating enterprises over the next twelve months. My first assignment was as Personnel Officer with the Bureau of Statistics. The substantive occupant took long service leave, which enabled me to step into a routine ongoing job, albeit one in which I had absolutely no expertise. A sort of baptism under fire you might say, but at least I learnt a lot about the interpersonal relationships and personal traumas that permeate a large organisation. My supervisor seemed to end up reasonably pleased with the way I handled the job even though he had quite severe reservations to start with.


  My next assignment was to participate in what they called an Action Learning Programme with the Victorian State Public Service. The concept was that each of four of us (the other three were State public servants) were given a specific task to complete within three months but would meet together each fortnight to discuss progress and problems under the guidance of the convener, a senior State Public Service Board officer.


  I was given the job of sorting out the supply of school furniture to State Schools, which was normally arranged by the Department of Works. This process had developed like Topsy over the past many years. The Department would decide what budget to bid for, on the basis of an increment on the previous year’s allocation. The ‘experts’ in the Department would then decide what furniture should be purchased for the coming academic year. I am not sure I could say there was any bias in the orders placed but I also believe they had very little relationship to the needs of the schools. I believed that I could make a difference by trying to get the schools to tell Works what they required for the forthcoming school year. This had worked to a certain degree in Natmap when I introduced a system which allowed each section to bid for the funds they required for the next fiscal year. This had needed modification of course to bring the overall amount to within what we could hope to get from the Department of Finance. But at least each Section Head felt he had been given a say and, when cuts had to be made, he was more willing to accept some compromise.


  With a fair amount of backing from the Public Service Board, I was able to convene a meeting of school principals with officers of the Works Department, at which these rather radical ideas were discussed. The schools all seemed to favour the new approach and welcomed the opportunity to bid for what they needed instead of going cap in hand asking the Department what was available. The Department, on the other hand, felt threatened by this intrusion into their long held control over the purchasing and distribution of school furniture and equipment. It was agreed to try the new system however, again with a bit of background negotiating by the State P. S. B. I suspect. I duly made my reports at an interim phase and again at the end of the assignment, and was even invited back after a further six months to observe, and report on the progress that had been made. I couldn’t help feeling that the whole thing was slipping back into the long established pattern, but what the hell, at least I had tried!


  I found the ‘Action Learning’ aspect of the exercise less than helpful too. The regular meetings soon deteriorated into a bitch session about everything that was going wrong with each of the assignments, so much so that one of the participants pulled out all together, while another considered that he could not meet the requirements of the task set for him. All in all it was not a very happy experience, particularly as I was away from home for the most part of three months and felt very much alone in a hostile environment.


  My last assignment was back with my own Department, which by this time was called ‘Minerals and Energy’. I had lost both my mentors in the form of Bruce Lambert, who had of course retired, and the Assistant Secretary, Management Services, who had got a promotion to the Department of Transport! In his place was an Assistant Secretary who had been given the job I suspect because they didn’t know what else to do with him. He had an unenviable reputation as a Section Head in the Defence Munitions Factory, where all his staff stopped work because of his heavy-handed approach to the work ethic.


  As a final ‘home’ assignment, I was placed for three months in the reasonably new area called ‘Energy Policy’. The very word ‘policy’ still scares the daylights out of me. Not only do I not know what it means, but it involves writing a whole lot of gobbledegook about esoteric subjects, which are supposed to result in Cabinet Submissions on which the Government of the day makes its decisions on the fate of the country! One of my first tasks was to write a thesis on the pros and cons of what is called a resource rent tax. Instead of, or as well as, extracting royalties from oil and minerals producers, a resource rent tax is a levy imposed on the production of those commodities. It amounts to a tax on the use of finite resources and is thought by some to be more equitable than company or income taxes. I can’t even remember now which way the argument came out but suffice to say that the final cabinet submission bore very little resemblance to anything I had written! Apart from a few other minor tasks, I had a spell in the Ministerial Liaison Unit, which gave me some insight into the interface between the Department and the Minister’s Office.


  During this time a major effort was being made by the Energy Policy Division to get Cabinet to agree to setting up a National Energy Research, Development and Demonstration Council. The Council would advise the Government on the allocation of funds to research bodies involved in developing improved utilisation of energy, alternative energy resources and the conservation of energy. About the time I finished my last assignment, the Council was finally formed. A new secretariat was created in a new division called Energy R and D, which also had the role of support to the technical aspects of the grants scheme and administration of the grants allocated by the Council within the annual budget for that purpose.


  For all the time I had been involved with the E.D.S. I had been seconded at my substantive level of Assistant Director, National Mapping, but now I had to decide whether to return to my old position or take a reduction in salary to a Clerk Class 11 position and find a niche in the Department somewhere. It seemed to me to be unfair to the person who had acted in my position in Natmap to suddenly reclaim my position, quite apart from which, I was not at all sure that I wanted to go back there. I had in mind that I should be able to get a promotion to the Second Division if I played my cards right. So I opted to take the reduction to Class 11 and apply for Second Division jobs when appropriate. As it turned out this was not as simple as it seemed. There was fairly strong antipathy to the ‘graduates’ of the E.D.S. along the lines of “the Public Service Board are not going to tell us who we can promote to the Second Division”. I was also hamstrung by coming from the professional ranks without a University Degree. By this time anybody who aspired to a senior position was expected to have a minimum of a basic University qualification. It was suggested that I would possibly fit in to the position of Section Head in the Secretariat to NERDDC. This was a completely new Division and the Division Head was to be appointed from the energy policy area of Prime Minister and Cabinet. Consequently he was anxious to set a good standard, which didn’t allow for any learning curve from those under him!


  To add to my miseries the misfit who had been acting as Assistant Secretary, Management Services, was transferred to head up the Branch in which I was being placed. He was a workaholic who believed everyone should give 110% to the job all the time and, to his credit, led by example. What a pain! The saving grace in all this was that I got on fairly well with the Chairman and other members of the Council. The inaugural Chairman was the Commissioner and Chief Executive of the State Energy Commission of Western Australia! My prime responsibility was arranging times, venues and travel arrangements for the Council of about eight members, making sure everything went smoothly during the meeting and taking minutes of the meeting as required. This situation continued for about five years, towards the end of which time the chairmanship changed, which meant that I was again less happy with my lot.


  I had been putting in applications for promotion to the Second Division during this period without any luck. The final ignominy came when Tony Bomford retired early and I among others, applied for the position of Director, National Mapping, which by then, thanks to Tony, had been elevated to the second level of the Second Division. Needless to say, I performed poorly at interview, was out of touch with the mapping scene and was not even sure that I wanted the job any longer. Since Bruce Lambert, the founding Director and Chairman of the National Mapping Council had retired, there had been a lot of infighting between the various mapping authorities involved. Not only were the States expanding their capabilities but the Commonwealth agencies in the form of the Australian Survey Office, the Army Survey Corps and the Hydrographic Office were all laying claim to the ability to manage the mapping requirements of their areas of expertise. Without strong coordinating authority, National Mapping was losing its central role, which meant that political rather than professional considerations would dictate the future of mapping in Australia. I didn’t really want any part of that situation.


  Having been passed over for the Director’s job, my Class 11 job came under review in a general rotation of staff at that level, which was the new way of ‘career development’. With some trepidation, I agreed to a transfer to the Uranium and Nuclear Division in what was called the Test Site Management Branch. This branch had been formed to advise the Government on the long term effects of the British nuclear experiments of the 1950’s and 60’s. These had been held at the Monte Bello Islands off the north west coast of Western Australia, in an area known as Emu Plains near the South Australian border with New South Wales and at a more permanent facility called Maralinga in central outback South Australia. A driving force behind the political concerns was the Aboriginal claims to their lands, which included Maralinga, but to which they were not permitted access as it was still prohibited land under the Defence Act.


  At the same time, public concern about the nuclear tests and possible harmful effects to Australian servicemen involved to assist the British and provide security and logistic support resulted in the Government deciding to set up a Royal Commission into the tests. The Test Site Management Branch provided the Secretariat for the Royal Commission and, among other things, was heavily involved in searching the archives in both Australia and Great Britain for factual material on the tests to assist the Royal Commission in its deliberations.


  The Australian National Radiation Laboratories had been monitoring residual levels of radioactivity in the test areas since the British experiments ceased in the early 60’s. While in most areas the radioactivity had decayed to levels below those for safe occupation of the lands, there were still a few isolated areas of concern, which had been brought to the attention of the Government. There was a permanent Federal Police presence at what was left of the old Maralinga test site camp and our Branch was responsible for funding its support and the upkeep of warning signs both there and at the Monte Bellos. I visited both places during this period, as part of our responsibility for maintenance of the sites. Understandably, the Government was keen to involve the British in any further investigations and was conscious of the expensive ‘clean-up’ efforts in the United States at its test sites. The upshot was the formation of a Technical Assessment Group, which included scientific representatives of the National Radiation Laboratories; The CSIRO Nuclear Safety Division, which provided the Chairman; the U.S. Radiation Protection Laboratory; and one each from the UK Atomic Energy Commission and its Radiation Protection Board.
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    RAN Patrol Boat Wollongong at Port Hedland en route to the Monte Bellos
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    A warning sign on Modte Bellos
  

  I was given the task of running the secretariat to this group, which involved organising an initial meeting in Canberra and a follow up meeting in the UK, after a visit to the Nevada test sites of the USA. In the UK a report was prepared, which I was responsible for editing and getting typed into a legible form from the drafts prepared independently by each of the experts involved. That was quite an experience, for which I didn’t get much thanks from the bosses back home as the bottom line was a rather large bill to clean up the areas involved to an acceptable level for long term occupancy. The saving grace was that I was able to afford to take Kath with me for the second time. In Nevada we stayed in Las Vegas and, when I was involved with visiting the test sites north of there, Kath was able to do the tourist bit by visiting the Grand Canyon.


  In the UK, we spent some time with Tom and Mary Every in their newly renovated millhouse, at Chagford, which made a modern but very charming home some little distance from the main house on the hill. We also saw a bit more of the countryside, having hired a car and arranged accommodation at strategic locations around the south, west and north west coast of Devon and Cornwall. For part of this time we shared the car with the US member of the group who was a Mormon of huge proportions and who was accompanied by his almost equally large wife. They had left their five children with relatives and were intent on making the trip a second honeymoon, which they seemed to do well. Again, Kath has compiled an album of the trip, so no photos are included here.
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  During this time we had moved house twice. Kath was unsettled in our Clint Place home with its association with her mother. We were also keen to provide more room for you and your friends. So, in 1980 and with the help of Kath’s inheritance from her parents, we moved to Weetangera. We lived there for four years by the end of which two of you had left home anyway. In 1985, A. V. Jennings were involved in developing South Bruce. After one abortive attempt to sell Weetangera and buy into cluster housing there, we were lucky enough to find a buyer in the form of the new vice chancellor of the CCAE. Apparently his wife considered our place suitable for renovation into something befitting their status. The CCAE were paying for it so she sort of dug her heels in until they came to the party. Meanwhile we had selected a block in South Bruce on which to build and proceeded to do so through Jennings as soon as the finances would allow. We moved into Bruce in March, 1985 and set about establishing yet another garden!
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    80 Jaeger Circuit, South Bruce
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    Courtyard at 80 Jaeger Circuit
  

  About the time the TAG report was presented to Cabinet, the position of Branch head in my area was advertised. I had acted in that position on numerous occasions and felt I had a good chance of finally making it into the 2nd Division. However, this was not to be as the bosses decided they had a better candidate. By then, I had also turned 55, which meant that I could elect to take early retirement on a reduced pension. After some soul searching and of course a lot of discussion with Kath I decided to quit the Public Service and find some other way of supplementing my meagre pension. I ignored the fact that the Defence Forces had recently introduced a system of redundancy, which meant being able to be retrenched with a handout. It should have been obvious that the Public Service would follow suit sooner or later, but no, I was hell bent on getting out of there even if it meant cutting off my nose to spite my face. My last act of defiance was to use a small portion of the sick leave I had accumulated over the years to have a hernia operation, the need for which had been noted by our GP some years previously. I duly went into Calvary Hospital where every thing went off successfully so that by mid 1987 I was officially retired. Kath was still School Secretary at Hawker College and wanted to keep working until after she turned 60 in February 1988, so we decided to make our break from Canberra a Bicentenary project.


  Some of the staff in my section had been beavering away at summarising on computer the hundreds of Government files relating to the atomic tests in Archives, a task which had not been completed by the time the Royal Commission presented its report. Nevertheless, it was decided to persevere with it, so I offered to help as a part time consultant for the nine months until Kath was to retire in the middle of 1988. This worked out well until about the middle of June when Kath, who had been working too hard trying to get everything finished, got the ‘flu and by the end of the month went to bed with her old malaise. Meanwhile, we had managed to get a buyer for the house so we were in a position to leave Canberra, which we eventually did in August 1988. So ended my working life. The story of our retirement is well known to you all so I won’t go into that here. Suffice to say that in view of what we have done since and the way things have worked out, I am glad I did decide to spit the dummy and retire early!


  Finally, I could not close this anecdote without an acknowledgment of the tremendous contribution your Mother has made throughout our life together. Her understanding, support and tolerance have meant so much to me throughout my career, while her ability to maintain a home, a job and nurture three fine children has earnt my undying gratitude.
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