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My thanks to Trevor Menzies for allowing the newsletter publication of his booklet.  I have 
reformatted it into newsletter format so any errors created as a result are mine.  
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Preface  
 
This booklet recounts the experiences and achievements of a military mapping unit of the 
Australian Army during the Second War. The unit was initially called the 7 th Military District 
Survey Section when raised in April 1941 and subsequently underwent several changes of 
name to become the 7 th Australian Field Survey Section A.I.F. Because of these name changes 
the unit is generally referred to as the Seventh for brevity .  
 
The Seventh was disbanded in September 1943 after serving in the Northern Territory and 
north Queensland. Most of its members then transferred to the larger 2/1 st (Second First) 
Australian Army Topographical Survey Company and served in north Queensland, Dutch New 
Guinea and the Dutch East Indies until the end of the war.  
 
The material in this paper is largely based upon the personal notes of Jim Aitken who served 
with Seventh and then the Second First from November 1940 to January 1946. Jim was in the 
process of writing the history of the Seventh when he passed away unexpectedly in April 
1994. He left behind a detailed account that had been compiled in conjunction with several 
of his colleagues. I have taken on the task to complete the work that Jim commenced many 
years ago. He had a great memory for dates, places and events and was a meticulous person 
in all things that he did. His material has made the task of completing the story of the 
Seventh an easy and enjoyable one.  
 
Trevor Menzies  
February 2010  

 
 



Page 4                        ACT Newsletter               Issue 4/11  

 

 

 

 
 
 

James Donald Aitken NX 114741 
Australian Survey Corps 1940-46 

 
 
 
 



Page 5                        ACT Newsletter               Issue 4/11  

 

 

 

In November 1940, at the age of 18, Jim Aitken joined the 2 nd Field Survey Company of the 
Australian Army Survey Corps. After training as a topographical surveyor with the Company in 
Dungog, New South Wales, he answered the call for volunteers to undertake mapping work in 
the Northern Territory.  
 
He transferred as a sapper to the 7 th Military District Survey Section and arrived in Darwin 
with an advance party in July 1941. He was promoted to the rank of corporal in August 1942 
and remained in the Territory until March 1943 when the unit was relieved and relocated to 
Tolga, north Queensland. The Seventh was disbanded in September 1943 and together with 
most members of the unit, Jim was transferred to the 2/1 st (Second First ) Australian Army 
Topographical Survey Company at Tolga.  
 
In October 1944 he was part of a detachment that was sent to the large American base at 
Hollandia in the Dutch New Guinea to undertake mapping for American and Australian forces. 
In June 1945 the detachment rejoined the rest of the Second First at Morotai in the Dutch 
East Indies to prepare maps and terrain models for the final campaigns of the war in Borneo. 
He returned to Australia in October 1945 and was discharged from the Army in Janua ry 1946. 
 

The Outbreak of War  
 
On Sunday the 3rd September 1939 the Prime Minister of Australia, Robert Gordon Menzies, 
announced in a radio broadcast to the nation that Australia was at war with Germany. This 
was at a time when the nation was far from ready to go to war, and certainly in no position to 
defend its shores from an aggressor. One problem that would hinder the militaryõs ability to 
defend the country was the lack of maps. Topographic maps showing the features and the lay 
of the land were needed to plan defences and to enable troops to operate  in the field. A 
small survey element within the permanent army had been producing military maps before 
the war but only a minuscule part of country, mostly in the south -east, had been covered by 
1939 when war was declared. There were no topographic maps i n existence over vast areas of 
northern Australia where any enemy invasion was most likely to occur.  
 
The government responded to this serious deficiency in its defence situation by increasing the 
strength of the Army Survey Corps and instigating an Emergency Mapping Program. Field 
Survey Companies were established within each of the four military commands - Northern 
Command (Queensland), Eastern Command (New South Wales), Southern Command (Victoria, 
South Australia & Tasmania) and Western Command (Western Australia). Each company 
comprised about 200 personnel and was organised into 3 survey sections, 2 drafting sections 
and a transport section. Number 2 Company in New South Wales was the first to be formed in 
October 1940 followed soon after by Number 3 Co mpany in Victoria. Another unit, the 2/1 st 
Corps Survey Company, was raised for overseas service with the 2nd Australian Imperial Force 
(A.I.F).  
 
Serving permanent army personnel formed the nucleus of the new companies and trained 
successive batches of recruits until the company strength was reached. Recruits were found 
through newspaper advertisements and word of mouth. When the Survey Corps advertised 
positions in newspapers in 1940, enthusiasm was such that several hundred applicants were 
received. Prefe rence was given to persons with qualifications in surveying, or related skills 
that could be adapted to surveying or drafting. Accountants, clerks and mathematically 
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minded recruits had a good aptitude for survey computing. Architectural and engineering 
draftsmen and artists had a good background for cartographic drafting. Training courses of 
about 3 months duration were conducted at Dungog in New South Wales, and Puckapunyal and 
Woodend in Victoria.  
 

Raising the 7 th Military District Survey Section  
 
The 7th Military District with headquarters in Darwin had responsibility for military operations 
in the Northern Territory. But on the outbreak of war in 1939 there were almost no existing 
topographic maps suitable to support military operations in the Northern  Territory. The only 
topographic map then available was a single map sheet of the Darwin town area and 
immediate surrounds titled the Darwin Sketch Map. This map had been produced as a matter 
of urgency following the Japanese invasion of China in 1937 when  the need to build -up 
defences in the Darwin area was recognised. It was classed as a sketch map because the 
standard of accuracy was relaxed to meet the urgent time frame.  
 
The national defence build -up also included the raising of a survey section for t he 7th Military 
District (7 MD) to produce desperately needed maps of the Darwin area. Volunteers to serve 
in the Northern Territory were called from personnel then attached to Number 2 Company in 
New South Wales and Number 3 Company in Victoria. A total of 44 volunteers came forward - 
25 from New South Wales and 19 from Victoria (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1: The Northern Territory Volunteers  
 
The NSW contingent relocated to the Royal Park Depot in Melbourne in March 1941 to join the 
Victorians. The unit strength was set at 2 officers and 43 other ranks under the command of 
Lieutenant Lindsay Lockwood, a member of the Permanent Army who had joined the Survey 
Corps just before outbreak of the war. Over the next 3 months the unit underwent survey and 
militar y training in preparation for their first task to produce a series of topographic map 
sheets at a scale of one inch to one mile over the Darwin region.  
 

The Move to Darwin  
 
An advance party (Figure 2) under Lieutenant Lockwood left Melbourne in June 1941 with 8 
vehicles and equipment to travel overland to Darwin. The remainder of the unit under 
Warrant Officer John Greene boarded the troopship TSS Zealandia at Port Melbourne for the 
sea voyage to Darwin. 
 

 
 

Figure 2: The Advance Party to Darwin 
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The advance party travelled by goods train to Alice Springs, via Adelaide, and then by 
vehicles along the dusty unsealed North -South Road to the southern railhead of the North 
Australia Railway at Larrimah. The final 300 mile leg to Darwin was on Leaping Lena (Figure 3) 
- a rickety old steam train that took several days to complete the trip. Eventually on 4 th July 
after about 3 weeks of travel the advance party marched into Larrakeyah Barracks, Darwin, 
where an area of land was allocated to the unit. Tents were ere cted for accommodation and 
a Sidney Williams Hut was allocated for use as the unitõs headquarters, drafting office and 
QM store. 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Leaping Lena 
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Figure 4: Advance Party Survey Vehicles 
 

An early request from 7 Military District Headquarters (7MD HQ) was for a tactical map and 
aerial photo mosaic of the Darwin area. A map sheet titled Darwin Defence Area 1941 
(Situation Map) was duly completed by the end of July. It was an enlarged update of the 1938 
Darwin Sketch Map showing the military inst allations and other structures that had been 
constructed since 1938. Production of the aerial photo mosaic had to be deferred until aerial 
photographs could be supplied by the R.A.A.F.  
 
The rear party on the TSS Zealandia eventually arrived in Port Darwin  on 7th August about a 
month after the advance party. They had endured a lengthy circuitous sea voyage calling in at 
8 ports along the way - Sydney, Brisbane, Bowen, Thursday Island, Port Moresby, Samarai 
(Milne Bay, Papua), Rabaul (New Britain), and Kavieng (New Ireland). 
 

Survey Work Commences  
 
On 8th  August 1941 with the entire unit now at Larrakeyah Barracks work commenced on the 
primary task to produce the one inch to one mile scale topographic map sheets. The R.A.A.F 
was requested to supply the  aerial photography needed for the mapping.  
 
In order that accurate maps can be drawn from aerial photographs it is necessary that the 
scale and ground position of each photograph is firstly ascertained. This is done by identifying 
features or ground control points on the photographs and determining their ground position by 
surveying from a known starting point or origin. It was decided that the best way to do this 
across the flat woodland in the Darwin area was by the method of surveying known as 
traversing.  
 
Traversing involves measuring angles with a theodolite and distances with a long steel tape 
usually referred to as a chain ð the process of measuring is thus called chaining (Figure 5). The 
orientation or bearing of the traverse lines is determined by taking a sun observation (Figure 
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6). From th is information the coordinates giving the geographic position of the photo control 
points can be calculated.  
 

 
          Australian War Memorial Photo 

 
Figure 5: Traverse party using chain and theodolite, Adelaide River 1942  

 

 
Australian War Memorial Photo 

Figure 6: Sun observation with theodolite and radio to receive time signals, Adelaide River 
1942 
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Lockwoodõs strategy was to run a primary traverse circuit of about 105 miles around Darwin 
harbour which was central to the mapping area. Secondary travers es could then be run from 
the primary traverse stations to fix the location of the individual photo control points. The 
origin or starting point for the traverse was a survey mark known as the Darwin Pillar located 
near the Darwin Post Office.  
 
The field work for the primary traverse was divided between by three survey parties as shown 
in Figure 7.  
 
One party comprising Jim Aitken, Bill Boyers, George Kildey, Harry Reynolds, Jim Price, 
òDeannaó Durbin, John Davidson and òBoongó Sutton under Warrant Officer John Greene went 
across the harbour to West Point and traversed west to Charles Point and then south along the 
coast of Cox Peninsula to the Charlotte River. Much of the terrain was through mangroves and 
dense scrub with no roads or tracks to assist with  access. It was all bush bashing and a lot of 
axe work to clear the traverse lines. Lockwood attempted to obtain a boat to provide access 
from the sea but no assistance was forthcoming from Army HQ. Fresh water proved to be a 
problem as there was no water in creeks and waterholes in the Dry Season.  
 
A second party under Warrant Officer Joe Molina assisted by Hugh Robb, òHappyó Proust, 
Lionel MacKenzie, the McDonald brothers, Merv Sonter, Charlie Howland and Ted Bull 
traversed south from the Darwin Pillar along the railway for about 40 miles and then west 
through the scrub to join Greeneõs traverse at the Charlotte River.  
 
The third party under Warrant Officer Tom Dalton had the job to complete the circuit by 
traversing from the Darwin Pillar to East Point and triangulating across the harbour to West 
Point.  
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Figure 7: Darwin Harbour traverse shown as a dashed black line 
 
Whilst the survey and transport sections were occupied with the fieldwork the Drafting 
Section was busy drawing a series of tactical maps for Operations and Intelligence Branches at 
7MD HQ. As soon as the mapping aerial photo prints were received from the R.A.A.F Survey 
Flight they were assembled into mosaics to provide photomap coverage until the topographic 
map sheets could be produced.  
 
Warrant Officer Ian Foxall arrived in October 1941 and was soon promoted to Lieutenant to 
become the second officer at tached to the unit. Foxall and Tom Dalton were licensed 
surveyors in civilian life and their services were in demand to undertake numerous other 
survey tasks such as calibrating coastal and anti -aircraft guns for the Artillery and site 
surveying for the Engineers. The Drafting Section was also in demand to produce special maps 
for the various branches at 7 MD HQ. These multiple demands presented Lockwood with a 
predicament. He was responsible to the Survey Corps Directorate at Army Headquarters in 
Melbourne for the topographic mapping program which was the principle reason for the unit 
being sent to the Northern Territory. However as the unit was attached to the 7th Military 
District with headquarters in Darwin for administrative purposes he received request s for 
surveys and maps to support local operations. Given limited resources it became a challenge 
for Lockwood to balance these competing demands coming from two  separate commands ð 
one in Darwin and the other in Melbourne.  



Page 13                         ACT Newsletter               Issue 4/11  

 

 

 

The primary traverse was comple ted in early December 1941 which was timely because the 
approaching Wet Season conditions would have made bush work impossible. Overall, the 
survey was carried out in textbook style and the subsequent calculations verified a high 
standard of work. The surv ey framework was now in place for secondary traverses to be run 
to fix the position of the many photo control points to enable the draftsman to draw the map 
sheets from individual photographs (Figures 8 & 9). 
 

 
Australian War Memorial Photo 

 
Figure 8: Mapping from aerial photographs using a stereoscope for 3 -

D viewing, Adelaide River 1942 
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Australian War Memorial Photo 

 
Figure 9: Drawing a map sheet using a pantograph to change scale, 

Adelaide River 1942 
 

War Declared on Japan  
 
Life in Darwin was soon to change after 7 th December 1941 when Japanese aircraft attacked 
Pearl Harbour and war was declared. Non essential civilians were evacuated from Darwin, the 
government administration was moved to Alice Springs and the northern part of the Territory 
placed under military control.   
 
Field parties returned to Larrakeyah Barracks by mid December and all available personnel 
were deployed on constructing air raid shelters, digging trenches, filling sand bags and 
establishing defences around the base HQ. When not building defences time was spent on 
weapons and gas warfare training. These defence preparations were often delayed by 
frequent wet season tropical storms that occasionally blew away tents and flooded the 
trenches and camp area.  
 
The Drafting Branch was diverted from the topographic mapping program to produce special 
maps for 7 MD HQ and the R.A.A.F. After the civilian Lands & Survey Branch was evacuated to 
Alice Springs the Drafting Section took over their Sun Frame Plan Printer. This proved to be a 
most useful acquisition as it enabled the Drafting Section to produce copies of maps and plans 
on site. Sun printing involves placing the original transparent drawing in contact with light 
sensitive paper and exposing both to a controlled amount of sunlight t o produce a blue print  
copy (Figure 10). Skill was required to compensate for the changing sunlight and humidity 
















































