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Royal Australian Survey Corps Association

                ACT Newsletter

Issue Note 
By Rob McHenry 

It's a sad event when I add any name to the “Vale” section of our newsletter but particularly 
noteworthy when an ex Director of our Corps dies.  NRJ Hillier played a major role in shaping 
the size and direction of the Corps and his influence extended well beyond the purely military. 
His 37 years of service was marked by his dedication, drive and professionalism. 

My thanks to those who contributed to this newsletter – especially to Kevin Kennedy who has 
provided a copy of a fascinating letter from COL Hillier written in 1993 outlining Corps mapping
history.  
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2013 - Corps Birthday at the Kingston 

Pictured at the Kingo.  Charlie Watson, Rob McHenry, Peter Demaine, Andrew Caudle, Peter 
McCurdy and clan (Robyn, Kiralee, Alicia, James and baby), Ross Jenkins, Peter Ralston, Greg 
Tolcher Noel Ticehurst, Gavin Bennett and John Gregs.  Apologies for those the camera missed. 
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100th Anniversary of RASvy - 2015

This is to provide early information regarding planned Canberra activities associated with the 
100th Anniversary of the Corps.  It is stressed that there is a long way to go and that like all 
good plans, this is subject to change.  The following activities, open to all ex-members and 
families, will be conducted over the afternoon and evening of Wednesday, 1 July 2015. 

* Afternoon gathering at the Australian War Memorial RASvy Plaque where our wartime 
contribution will be acknowledged.  Group photos will be taken.  Guest speaker.

* Late afternoon RASvy reception at the National Library with guest speaker and 
refreshments.  Reception to incorporate the final release of Peter Jensen's Corps 
Nominal Roll. 

* Evening dinner for all members and partners at a location to be advised.  Guest speaker.

A committee has been coerced into volunteering to organise the above.  Details such as timings
and cost will be provided as plans are confirmed.  

For Bendigo, Gary Warnest has confirmed the following Ex Fortuna Survey Assoc activities (open
to all) for the 100th Anniversary of the Corps. 

* Friday 3 July 2015 – Evening arrival Bendigo RSL Bistro Meal own arrangements.
* Saturday 4 July 2015 – 1030hrs Civic Reception Bendigo town hall (400?) Corps Banners, 

Medals, Main Group photo taken, Mayoral address. Survey Corps Memorabilia available.
* Saturday 4 July 2015 – 1900hrs Main Function All Seasons Function Centre Bendigo (400? 

plus official guests) Corps Director guest Speaker. Partially subsidised two course meal 
and drinks on arrival. Other drinks own arrangements.  Limited Survey tech and 
historical displays. Slide show.

* Sunday 5 July 2015 – 1200hrs BBQ Lunch Goldmines Hotel Bendigo and gardens. Limited 
cost.

* Sunday 5 July 2015 – 1500hrs Commemorative Service, Unveiling of Survey Story Board 
and brass plaque at Memorial Cairn Fortuna Villa. Photo opportunities.  Cutting of the 
Cake and afternoon tea provided.

NRJ Hillier Letter – Corps Mapping History

Noting the passing of COL Hillier (see Vale section), Kevin Kennedy has passed on a copy of a 
fascinating letter from the ex-Director he found in a drawer in records in 1994 when posted to 
the Regiment.  The original letter, addressed to LT A.P Chamberlayne and dated Nov 93, was 
hand written so Kevin has typed and scanned the copy provided below.  The scanned copy is a 
PDF image and provides some interesting Corps history.  Content of the letter to which John 
Hillier refers and the reason to provide this response on Corps mapping history is not known. 
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Bill Forrest Receives NAIDOC Honour

Brian Mead forwarded the following article about Bill Forrest.  Bill was well known in Bendigo 
during the 1960’s as a star footballer with Golden Square and North Bendigo.   “Sgt” Forrest 
was in charge of the gardens at Fortuna during this time. Later he served at the school, 
Bonegilla.

KANGAROO FLAT resident Bill Forrest was recognised for his tireless work in the community at a
prestigious awards night.
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Written by Kristen Alebakis in the Bendigo Advertiser of 15 July.  

The Loddon Aboriginal Action Group hosted a dinner and awards night as part of NAIDOC Week 
celebrations. Event organiser Aunty Louise Sinnappan said it was an important night for the 
community. She said Mr Forrest was a deserved winner.  

“He has worked with the traditional owners of Bendigo, he has done a lot for our community,”
Ms Sinnappan said. “He has a wonderful history and it was great to see him get acknowledged 
for the wonderful work he has done.”The 79-year-old said he was surprised to have won the 
award. “I was lost for words,” he said.

Mr Forrest, originally from Western Australia, has lived a long life filled with many ups and 
downs. He was a member of the stolen generation, taken away from his mother when he was 
only a couple of weeks old. Mr Forrest said he was bought up in a children’s home alongside 
former VFL champion Polly Farmer.
 
He then joined the armed forces and while fighting on the frontline in Korea, he received a 
message from his captain. “All the message said was to go and see the boss when we had 
finished. “I had gotten a letter from Australia saying my mother was trying to find me. “She 
had heard that I was in the army. So when I finished my service I went and met her for the 
first time in Western Australia.”

Mr Forrest was in the army for 26 years before settling in Bendigo. “I was based at 
Puckapunyal when I was in the army so I decided to live in Bendigo,” he said. “I am a country 
boy.” Mr Forrest said he also worked at Fortuna Villa for 18 years, working throughout the 
historic grounds. “There are 72 rooms in that place and I have been in them all,” he said.

Tall Tales & True

THE 1973 POPONDETTA BALL
by Gary (Blue) Hunter

By late-1973, 8 Field Survey Squadron was coming to the end of its second year based at 
Popondetta in PNG.  The squadron had about 20 service personnel, with married members 
serving a two-year posting with their families, while single members served 12 months.  The 
major social focus in the town was the Popondetta Club and each year it hosted the Popondetta
Ball in November.  In 1973 everyone was determined to have a good time at the ball, and the 
formality of the event was such that it required men to wear a shirt and tie (which was 
unheard of in that climate).

However, one of the problems associated with Popondetta for single male service members was
the complete absence of any single expatriate women in the town or surrounding areas, and so 
it was decided that the absence of female partners for the ball should be remedied.  In those 
days, independence for PNG was still two years away and it remained an Australian territory.  
This meant there were numerous Commonwealth Government public servants working in PNG, 
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which included the two male single staff at the Commonwealth Bank branch in Popondetta.  So 
they and several other single male civilians in the town were quite interested to join with us in 
the Army to arrange for a number of single women to attend the ball.

Through the efforts of some of the married service members’ wives, contact was made with 
women in Port Moresby who had connections with the many female Commonwealth public 
servants living in that city.  The idea was that the single men in Popondetta would pay to 
charter an aircraft to fly about 25 women from Port Moresby to Popondetta on the morning of 
the ball.  The women would spend the day with the men having a barbeque and seeing the 
local sights, then attend the ball and stay overnight with host families of the married service 
members before flying home the next day.

It all seemed straightforward – we each contributed to the cost of the charter aircraft and the 
booking was made.  There was no shortage of women in Port Moresby who were keen to fly to 
Popondetta for the ball, and all the accommodation details were finalised.  What could possibly
go wrong?

On the day of the ball the women arrived at Port Moresby airport for their 9am flight only to be
told there was a slight problem with their DC3 aircraft, so they went to the airport bar for a 
quick drink.  Two hours later there was still no progress, and concerns were starting to be 
expressed within the group.  By early afternoon there were still problems with the aircraft and 
the positive atmosphere within the group had long since evaporated.  

Eventually, the aircraft left at 4pm but it was going to be a bumpy flight over the Owen Stanley
Ranges. The men in Popondetta had been following the flight news all day and were excited to 
finally be travelling out to the airport to collect the female contingent for the ball.  It was 
clearly going to be a great night.

However, it was already becoming
dark when the aircraft landed and
on greeting our guests it was 
clear they were (1) extremely 
disappointed at the events of the 
day, and (2) somewhat the worse 
for wear as a result of spending 
the whole day in the airport bar.  
In essence, they were angry and 
drunk.  

These were ominous signs for the 
single men who had gathered at 
the airport to drive the women 
back to town – and it was 
becoming clear that the high 
expectations they each held for 
the evening ahead might not 
eventuate.  In addition, it did 

Gary (Blue) Hunter – white T shirt centre left- with Rick Downie -pink
T  shirt  centre  right  at  Girua  strip.   Mount  Lamington  in  the
background. Circa 1973
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nothing to raise our guests’ enthusiasm when they experienced a lengthy electricity blackout at
their hosts’ homes while getting ready for the ball.

So it was an interesting evening for everyone concerned.  Certainly, there was lots of dancing 
and drinking – and the men’s ties were quickly removed - but it was soon apparent that the 
women from Port Moresby were more than a match for the men of Popondetta and that any 
notions of romance were quite unfounded.

Yet we all had a good night at the Popondetta Ball of 1973.
 
 
MT SPEC v MT FINNIGAN (see last newsletter)

From Sam Chambers:
Mt Spec was a gift compared with Mt Finnigan - summit elevation 3766 ft.  Had an end of 
season stroll up Finnigan to close off the verticals with Wyanbeel.  Eight hours up and seven 
down. One absolute bastard of a Mountain to climb.  Jim Clarke and I got an early start from 
Shiptons flats; 5am.  Twenty minutes on the top to read reciprocals with Snow Rollston through 
a gap in the cloud (the old firm of Snow and Sam).  Down to a cold camp in the dark then off to
Mossman where the rest of the "Push" were having a high old time at end of season. 

The usual screw up with mail resulted in no pay cheques prior to a Saturday departure. Col 
Pugh and I borrowed 60 pounds from the local publican, held up the convoy and got Tulloch 
home at odds-on to give us 40 pounds travelling money. So the rule was "be nice to Pug H if you
want a hamburger or cigarettes on the way home." Times were tough.

From Charlie Watson: 
I have been on top of Mt Finnigan, overlooking the valley named Lorna Doone.  I went up with a
young officer from RAASC/RACT who was attached to Det 1 Fd Svy Sqn at Cooktown in 1973, for
a short time - I can't remember why.  The job was to panel the trig for later spot photography.  
We hoped to get there by RW but couldn't get there because of the fog/drizzle (creeping 
scunge) so we were put off on the south side not too far from the top.  From there we walked 
around to the Shipton's Flat side hoping to find the track to the top.  It was hard going as we 
were in amongst big rocks and low tangled wind swept bush.  We made it to the track which 
had been marked occasionally with surveyors tape.  I'm not sure who did the marking (locals or 
BMR)?  

Anyway, we made it to the top and with difficulty panelled the trig.  We had to use big stones 
(not many about) and local stakes as pegs.  The wind was very strong and it was difficult to 
stand up unaided.  The view was magnificent when there were small gaps in the scunge.  Job 
finished we set off back down the track to find a campsite, which we did in an open area out of
the jungle.  We had come prepared to stay until the job was done.  Black snakes were plentiful
as the rocks stayed warm.  We were picked up next day by RW.  We held a strip of the white 
plastic panelling material between us to help the pilot to see us.  Without that we may still be 
up there.
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The chopper trip down was almost like a roller coaster ride - from about 3500 ft to the beach 
at about 50ft in a few seconds.  I don't think that the pilot wanted to hang around.

Shipton's Flat was a wild saw milling- mining place of only a few huts.  The local kids used to 
carry baby taipans in their pockets so the story goes.  But I never saw any duelling Banjo's.

Vale

PERCY HENRY LONG
From Alex Cairney

1821 Percy Henry Long died at 2230 hrs on 27 May in Greenslopes Hospital.  Percy served from 
14 Oct 48 to 6 Nov 69. 

From John Bullen re Percy Long:
I saw Percy at the 1 Topo Svy Tp reunion at Tweed Heads in 2009 and he was looking remarkably
fit for his age.  A fine man, and with his wry humour and straight face he pulled a neat trick on 
Alex Laing in 1968 after they both had returned to Australia. Because Alex was trying to bring 
back an American M1 carbine from Vietnam and it was against the law to do so, except in Qld, 
Alex got Percy to take his gun into Qld for him and Alex would arrange to pick it up when he 
next visited Qld. Percy wasn't greatly impressed, but did as asked by his OC. Later that year 
Alex phoned Percy and said he'd be in Brisbane in a week or so and would like to pick up his 
gun. This was the moment Percy had been waiting for!

"What gun, sir?" asked Percy innocently with that calm voice and straight face.

He remorselessly kept an increasingly agitated and near hysterical Alex wriggling on the hook 
for as long as he reasonably could before finally relenting.

GEORGE EDWIN GRAHAM

216481 George Edwin Graham died 22 June. 

From the SA Newsletter
George died unexpectedly at the age of 72 
years, about two days after what was hoped
would be routine heart surgery at the 
Epworth Hospital in Melbourne. Although 
such procedures are not without risk, it was 
still a shock to his wife Pat.  George was a 
WO2 camera operator in Litho Sqn at the 
time he was discharged, retiring after 20 
years service including a year in Vietnam 
during 1969/70.  As a mark of the esteem
that George held within the Fortuna 
community, an estimated two hundred 
mourners attended his funeral in Bendigo. 
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NATHANIEL RICKARDS JOHN HILLIER

4231 Nathaniel Rickards John (NRJ) Hillier died 19 September at Baranduda.  He served from 
Mar 46 to Jul 83.            

From Peter Jensen - based on Bulletin articles from Bulletin no 15 (Nov 1979) and No 19 (Nov 83).  

Colonel John Hillier was appointed Army Headquarters Director of Survey on l4 February 1978 
following the retirement of Colonel Jim Stedman.  The sixth post World War II Director he was 
the first officer of the Interim Army to be appointed Director. 

John enlisted in the Interim Army on 26 March 1946 at the age of 18, transferring to the ARA in 
July 1947.  He commenced his Survey Corps training at 5 Fd Svy Coy at Chatswood, Sydney and 
took part in the first Interim Army training course in map compilation. After service in AHQ 
Carto Coy, he joined AHQ Fd Svy Sec (C Comd Det) and commenced a long association with 
mapping in desert areas of the Woomera Rocket Range.  At Woomera, John worked on the 
measurement of the Koolymilka Base Line and later the centre line of the Rocket Range as far 
west as mid-Western Australia.  

Following commissioning in December l951, 
John served again for a short time in AHQ 
Carto Coy before being posted as a platoon 
commander in H Coy of 15 National Service 
Battalion at Puckapunyal.  At the conclusion 
of his service with the Battalion in late 1952,
John married Joy in a lifetime partnership. 

Then followed a long posting with Central 
Command Fd Svy Sec on large scale mapping 
in South Australia until he joined the staff of 
School of Military Survey at Balcombe as 
Adjutant/Quartermaster.  A further posting in
Bendigo with AHQ Survey Regiment, 
promotion to Major in December 1961 and 
two field operations in Papua New Guinea 
with the Regiment’s Topographic Squadron 
filled the period from November 1960 to 
January 1964, busy years before returning to 
the School as Senior Instructor.

One of his major tasks while at the School was to organise the move from Balcombe to 
Bonegilla, on the shores of Lake Hume, a move which was accomplished with minimum 
disruption to the training programme of the School. 

In January 1967, John, wife Joy and their three sons, moved to Singapore for a two year 
posting as Deputy Assistant Director Survey Far East Land Forces (FARELF).  During this time he 
was detached to HQ Australian Forces Vietnam Army Component.  Also during his tour in FARELF
the plans were made for Operation Mandau in Indonesia’s West Kalamantan, the first of the RA 
Svy co-operative mapping projects with Indonesia, starting also a long association between 
John and the Indonesian Defence Mapping Agency SURTA ABRI.
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Posted back to Australia in February 1969, John served four years in the AHQ Directorate of 
Survey before being promoted Lieutenant Colonel and becoming the first Technical Adviser to 
SURTA ABRI, moving to Jakarta in March 1973.  On return from Jakarta in December 1974 he 
became Chief Instructor at the School of Military Survey where he served until October 1976 
when he took up duties as AHQ Deputy Director of Survey.  He remained in that position until 
February 1978 when he was promoted Colonel and appointed AHQ Director of Survey and Head 
of Corps Royal Australian Survey Corps until he reached compulsory retirement age on 3 July 
1983.  In this appointment he was Army’s representative to the military Five Nations Mapping, 
Charting and Geodesy Conference (Australia, Canada, New Zealand, United Kingdom and United
States) and Army’s representative to the Australian National Mapping Council.

Colonel Hillier was appointed Colonel Commandant, Royal Australian Survey Corps,  from 
February 1989 to January 1993.

John’s Army service of 37 years associated with survey and mapping of Australia, Papua New 
Guinea and South East Asia and varied command and staff appointments, his promotion to the 
most senior survey officer in the Army, his dedication to his work, his propensity for work and 
his drive for all work of the Corps to be of the highest and most professional standards was 
equal to anyone who served the nation in the Royal Australian Survey Corps.

On retirement John and his wife Joy moved to Darwin where he was appointed Chief 
Draughtsman, Department of Mines and Energy, Northern Territory.  After his second retirement
John and Joy returned to the Albury area living at Ebden on the shore of Lake Hume.  Here 
John busied himself with community activities perhaps most notably with the Tallangatta Rail 
Trail.

Charlie Watson:-
John was also Chief Cartographer of the Bureau of Mineral Resources, Geology and Geophysics 
for some years. So he was on his third retirement.

Bob Williams:- 
In addition, John was a person who made a significant contribution to our national surveying 
and mapping technology advancement. I understand that John's contributions included 
proposing AUTOMAP 1 and involvement in the procurement of the DSTO Laser Airborne Profile 
Recorder.  I also believe that John was involved in the procurement of BMR's (Bureau of Mineral 
Resources) first computer mapping system (Intergraph - I think). BMR is the forerunner of 
Geoscience Australia. The Australian Geological Survey Organisation (AGSO) was first 
established in August 1992, when it took over the functions of the Bureau of Mineral Resources. 
AGSO changed names to Geoscience Australia in 2001.

Peter Jensen:-
Colonel John was one of the Corps ‘personalities’ and all who worked with him had a NRJ story 
or two.  He will be remembered for his key leadership role in the military and national mapping
of Australia and the region.  NRJ did indeed have a knack of winning resources no matter what 
the funding climate - which was probably a result of the widely recognised achievements of the
Corps.  Under his Directorship in the early-1980s he successfully bid for four overseas civil 
schooling positions each of two years, all at the same time, in advanced cartography, geodesy, 
photogrammetry and printing.  This was about 20 percent of Army’s overseas training schedule 
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- it was unheard of for one Corps to get this number of positions.  NRJ was foremost in 
recognizing the need for the Corps to maintain a pool of advanced knowledge for adoption and 
adaption of new technologies and techniques across everything that the Corps did.

I last talked with NRJ at the Mapping Sciences Institute of Australia ‘100 Years of National 
Topographic Mapping’ conference in early-2011.  He had lost some of the fire but still had that 
huge memory of what, where and when.  There I confessed to him that during the early-1972 
acceptance trials of the Aerodist MRB3 airborne distance measurement system at School of Mil 
Svy, the computer sub-system failed during the last flight which was to tick off the requirement
to measure a line of about 240km (ground stations at Bonegilla and Bendigo).  At the time NRJ 
was SO2 Equip at DSVY-A and was responsible for accepting the equipment into service.  I was 
the aircraft aerodist operator and I was having great difficulty in keeping the tellurometer 
signals from both ground stations concurrently and I radioed to the School what the problem 
was as we were near the end of our fuel and oxygen endurance.  At that stage we had not 
developed the signal lobe diagrams which would help us to find the best place in the sky to try 
a line measure - very important for very long lines.  NRJ had travelled on that day from 
Canberra to Bonegilla to be there to accept the new system into service.  The Major soon 
introduced himself to me on the radio and he made it abundantly clear to me that the line had 
to be measured as the major field operations soon to commence in Gulf of Carpentaria and 
Papua New Guinea for the 1:100,000 mapping programs both depended on this new equipment.
I got his message and with some background expletives from the cockpit we headed again 
towards the line climbing higher and trying another location on the line.  Perhaps by some 
higher intervention we got signal lock on both ground stations and got three line crossings (we 
needed six) with everything working.  Then the computer system failed (as it did often) and as 
we didn’t have fuel or oxygen for the 20 minutes it took to reload the computer program from 
the punched-paper-tape, I decided to get the last three crossings without the computer and 
manually check the slant-range data for gross errors. That all worked and I radioed the School 
with the news that we had measured the line.  By the time we landed at Albury, NRJ had 
accepted the system.  He then headed back to Canberra calling at the airport to say a job well 
done.  Luckily he didn’t ask for the computer printout with six line crossings.  After regaling 
this story to him in 2011, NRJ locked eyes with me with his head slanted slightly, as he did, and
said simply – I knew that.
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Photo Gallery
Photos, old and new, related to RASvy Corps activities.

Top:  4 Fd Svy Sqn on Op Nervose NT 1992 (barely adequate air support...)
Bottom:  4 Fd Svy Sqn unit photo 1993
Photos courtesy of Andy McLeod
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