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Air Force Journeys Series Introduction

Air Force Journeys invites readers to explore the many stories that make up the Royal Australian Air Force’s past. Each book in the series follows a different path — introducing remarkable people, tracing the evolution of aircraft and technology, uncovering the history of units and bases, or charting moments of challenge, innovation and change.

These books draw on official records, historical research and personal accounts to bring the Air Force’s story to life. They are written for anyone with an interest in Australia’s history, whether discovering these subjects for the first time or returning to them with deeper curiosity.

Across the series, readers will meet aviators whose lives were shaped by their service. They will encounter episodes that reveal the Air Force’s resilience, creativity and determination over more than a century.

Accessible, engaging and reviewed by subject-matter experts, Air Force Journeys offers a way for all Australians to learn more about the people and experiences that have helped build the Air Force we know today — and to appreciate the service and dedication of those who have worn its uniform.

Robert Lawson OAM

Air Commodore

Director-General History and Heritage – Air Force


Foreword

John Macneil’s memoir covers a significant period in history. Our generation started life between two world wars, experienced the Great Depression, the Second World War and the lean times during post-war reconstruction when we sought jobs and careers. We witnessed changes and advancement not widely anticipated: from horse-and-buggy days to a revolution in transport, electronics, communications, nuclear science, medical science, space exploration and occupation of space. In our lifetime, world population increased from two billion to around 7.4 billion. The attendant expansion in most every field was enormous. Throughout, John Macneil’s contribution was significant.

His memoir covers his early life, the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) and his continued service to Australia after ‘retirement’.

No 7 Course post-war aircrew course gathered initially at Spencer Street rail station in Melbourne on 26 February 1951 and were bussed to RAAF Base Point Cook where we were sorted alphabetically in typical fashion. I found myself a handshake from ‘Macneil’ and so we met and became life-long friends. Our friendship was not exclusive, however. John developed many friends, he was that sort of guy, and they were important to him. He actively kept friendships alive over many years and long distances and they were valued.

Throughout our RAAF service, we never served together, which I regret. We went different ways after the initial phase of our flying course and came together for the year-long Staff College Course in 1964. There I found nothing had changed: same mature steady guy, modest demeanour, usually getting top marks and always immaculate preparation of stand-up presentations.

Likewise, he was a top performer both as a teacher and in air operations, for example earning a rare ‘Exceptional’ whilst on exchange with the Royal Air Force. As the RAAF strove to keep pace with, and indeed anticipate technological advancement, John Macneil remained one of our forward thinkers.

Although much of his career and achievements had reached me over the years, I found his memoir both interesting and enlightening. It is a great story.

Jake Newham

11 October 2020

Air Marshal JW Newham AC1

Church Point, New South Wales
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Editors’ Notes

Air Commodore John Macneil self-published his memoir, Before I Forget, in 2019. After his death on 19 March 2020, his family added footnotes and many additional images to the book and published a second edition in 2023. This third edition has been modified by the Air Force History and Heritage Branch, with the agreement of John’s family, for a wider audience.

Before I Forget covers an important period in the history of the RAAF, following the major reduction and demobilisation process following the end of the Second World War. With the advent of the Cold War, and in particular the increasing competition and conflict between the United States and its allies, and the Communist ‘bloc’, the RAAF was rapidly required to acquire new capabilities to enable it to contribute air power effectively in support of Australia’s defence and strategic objectives. When he enlisted in the RAAF in 1951 John Macneil found himself joining a force that was seeking to modernise in order to meet the government’s requirements. By the time he left the RAAF, while not over, the Cold War as we knew it then had almost run its course – the Soviet Union and its European allies were already showing signs of failing under the weight of trying to keep pace with the Western alliance.

There are a number of major themes running through this book - leadership, team work, alliances, integration and interoperability, values, culture, technology change, military-government relations, training, joint and combined operations, geo-strategic challenges, and the uses of air power. The RAAF’s participation in conflict, operations and exercises during the Cold War era in Southeast Asia, the South Pacific, and elsewhere discussed in Before I Forget still resonate for today’s aviators as they rise to the challenges of renewed strategic uncertainty in the Indo-Pacific. What comes through strongly in John Macneil's memoirs is the value he placed on friendships, team work, role models, and camaraderie. The RAAF was and is a family, and John felt deeply the loss of friends over the years in war and in accidents. This focus on people continues to have relevance in today's Air Force.

John Macneil’s exchange postings with the Royal Air Force (RAF) and the United States Air Force (USAF), and his experience flying with the RAN Fleet Air Arm, reinforce the ongoing and longstanding value which the RAAF and its allies continue to place on such arrangements. Likewise, his postings away from ‘normal’ Air Force roles, as an aide-de-camp to the Governor-General and as a staff officer to the Minister for Air, underscore the value that military personnel still gain from working in positions that expose them to other agencies and wider issues.

The key sources for basic biodata in the end notes were the National Archives of Australia (NAA); the Department of Veterans’ Affairs (DVA) Nominal Rolls; and the National Library of Australia’s (NLA) digitised newspaper website, ‘Trove’. Also useful were the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet honours website; the Australian War Memorial (AWM) website; the Radschool Association Incorporated website (the association of the RAAF School of Radio); various state birth, marriage, and death records; the Public Record Office of Victoria (PROV); the UK Gazette; and digitised records of US Air Force and Royal Air Force personnel via Google books. Where there is no endnote for a person (e.g. service number, date/place of birth), it is because such information could not be located. Unless otherwise stated, all images come from the collections of John and his family.

The generous assistance of the following people is gratefully acknowledged in identifying people in various photos, and in providing photos for this edition of Before I Forget:

Air Marshal (retired) Jake Newham AC, former Chief of the Air Staff and one of John’s friends from No 7 Aircrew Course

Air Vice-Marshal (retired) Bill Collings AFC, former Deputy Chief of the Air Staff and one of John’s friends from No 7 Aircrew Course1

Ray Seaver, retired QANTAS and RAAF pilot and one of John’s friends from 7 Aircrew Course2

Wing Commander (retired) Lance Halvorson MBE, a graduate of No 25 Navigators Course during John’s time as chief navigation instructor3

Peter McCarthy, brother of the late John (‘Jack’) Stanislaus McCarthy, a member of No 7 Aircrew Course and one of John’s friends

Timeline

Following is a summary of the main elements of John Macneil’s RAAF service:



	1951
	Enlisted as aircrew trainee on No 7 Aircrew Course at Point Cook



	1952
	Graduated from No 7 Navigator Course at East Sale Posted to No 86 (Transport) Wing, Richmond, NSW for flying duties with 36 Squadron on Dakota aircraft



	1953
	Posted to No 91 (Composite) Wing, Iwakuni, Japan for flying duties with No 30 Transport Unit (later 36 Squadron) on Dakota aircraft



	1954
	Posted to No 11 (Maritime Reconnaissance) Squadron, Pearce, WA for flying duties on Neptune P25-V aircraft



	1955
	Attended No 11 Advanced Navigation Course



	1956
	Posted to RAAF College for duty navigation instructor followed by appointment ADC to the Governor-General



	1957
	Posted to No 82 Wing, Amberley, QLD for flying duties with No 6 Squadron on Canberra bombers



	1958
	Posted to UK on exchange with RAF for flying duties with No 50 Squadron on Canberra bombers (later with 35 Squadron RAF on Canberra bombers)



	1961
	Attended No 19 RAF Specialist Navigation Course at RAF Manby, Lincolnshire
Posted to RAAF School of Air Navigation (subsequently promoted squadron leader and appointed Chief Navigation Instructor)



	1964
	Attended No 18 RAAF Staff College Course, Fairbairn, ACT



	1965
	Appointed staff officer to Minister for Air (Canberra/ Melbourne)



	1967
	Posted to USA on exchange with USAF 3535th Navigator Training Wing, Mather AFB, California (subsequently appointed ‘A’ Flight Commander, 3536th Navigator Training Squadron)



	1969
	Posted to Officers Training School, Point Cook (subsequently promoted wing commander and appointed Commanding Officer OTS)



	1972
	Posted to Department of Air, Canberra for duties in Equipment Requirements Staff and Air Force Plans



	1974
	Attended No 10/74 Joint Services Staff College Course



	1975
	Promoted group captain and posted as Defence Adviser, Australian High Commission, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia



	1978
	Posted as Officer Commanding RAAF Base Laverton



	1980
	Promoted to Air Commodore and appointed DG Service Conditions, Defence Department



	1982
	Retired from the RAAF




Wing Commander Richard MacNeil

Squadron Leader Karyn Markwell

Squadron Leader Sean Brawley PhD FRN

Andy Wright


List of Abbreviations



	ADC
	aide-de-camp



	ADF
	Australian Defence Force



	AM
	Member of the Order of Australia



	AN
	Advanced Navigation



	AO
	Officer of the Order of Australia



	AOC
	Air Officer Commanding



	ARDU
	Aircraft Research and Development Unit



	ASW
	anti-submarine warfare



	ATC
	Air Training Corps



	AWM
	Australian War Memorial



	CAF
	Citizen Air Force (the former name of the RAAF Reserve)



	CBE
	Commander of the Order of the British Empire



	CFS
	Central Flying School



	CMF
	Citizen Military Forces (the former name of the Army Reserve)



	CO
	Commanding Officer



	DFC
	Distinguished Flying Cross



	DFLC
	Defence Facilities Locations Committee



	DSO
	Distinguished Service Order



	DVA
	Department of Veterans’ Affairs



	FDA
	Force Development and Analysis Division



	FTS
	Flying Training School



	JSSC
	Joint Services Staff College



	LORAN
	Long Range Aid to Navigation



	MAD
	magnetic-anomaly detector



	NAA
	National Archives of Australia



	NATO
	North Atlantic Treaty Organization



	NLA
	National Library of Australia



	OTS
	Officers’ Training School



	PIR
	Pacific Islands Regiment



	PNG
	Papua New Guinea



	RAAF
	Royal Australian Air Force



	RAAFNS
	RAAF Nursing Service



	RAF
	Royal Air Force



	RAN
	Royal Australian Navy



	RMAF
	Royal Malaysian Air Force



	RN
	Royal Navy



	RPNGC
	Royal Papua New Guinea Constabulary



	RTAF
	Royal Thai Air Force



	SAN
	School of Air Navigation



	SEATO
	Southeast Asia Treaty Organization



	SQN
	Squadron



	UN
	United Nations



	USAAF
	US Army Air Forces



	USAF
	United States Air Force



	USN
	United States Navy



	VFR
	visual flight rules



	WAAAF
	Women's Auxiliary Australian Air Force



	WRAAF
	Women’s Royal Australian Air Force





PROLOGUE

John Macneil’s family history

John Robert Macneil was born on 12 November 1927 at the Royal Women’s Hospital in Carlton, Melbourne. His mother was Josephine (‘Josie’) Cullen, and his father was William (‘Bill’) MacNeil, an officer in the merchant navy.1 John grew up in the family home at 13 Fontaine Street, Pascoe Vale South, in the northern suburbs of Melbourne. Bill had emigrated to Melbourne as an 11-year-old with his family from Saltcoats, a small town in Ayrshire, Scotland, in late 1912 and had been ‘sent to sea’ at the age of 14. Apart from her father (who had been born in Cape Town to Irish immigrants), Josie’s immediate family were all Australian born. Bill and Josie had known each other since childhood, having lived a few doors from each other in Sutherland Street, West Brunswick.

As a result of the Depression, Bill was unable to find work at sea for several years and for a while earned money by selling firewood door to door. At one stage, so they could rent their house out to pay the bank loan, the family had to live in a coal hulk, an old ship used to store coal and moored in the Yarra River near the Melbourne docks. In late 1929, Bill found work as the junior harbourmaster in Nauru, where his father, John Duncan McNeil (accompanied by wife Mary Murray and several of their younger children), worked as a master joiner (carpenter) for the British Phosphate Commissioners (the British–Australian–New Zealand company that extracted phosphate from the island) between 1919 and 1939. After a few years on Nauru (including six months on Ocean Island, now called Banaba, in the Republic of Kiribati), John and his parents returned to their home in Melbourne when Bill was again able to find employment on merchant ships.

Until the birth of his sister Margaret in 1940 when John was 12, and with his father rarely at home, apart from school and playing in the semi-rural area where he lived John spent much of his childhood with his mother and her three sisters. Although they had a difficult relationship, John admired his father’s professional skills as a merchant navy officer and ship’s navigator, and Bill’s efforts to rise up through the ranks of his primary employer, the shipping company Howard Smith Limited. John and his mother must have been frequently worried about Bill’s safety during the Second World War as many merchant ships were damaged or sunk by Japanese and German raiders around the coast of Australia and in the South-West Pacific, including at Milne Bay where Bill survived an attack on his ship (John said that after that voyage his father’s hair turned grey and he started drinking heavily).2
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Josie, Bill and John Macneil, Melbourne, circa 1939. (Macneil Family Collection)


Author’s Note

This memoir is written at the request of my family, especially my children who have often said that I tell stories a lot so should write them down.

As it’s a memoir, i.e., from memory, I cannot say that all of it is true and correct in detail, but it’s the best I can do and I think it’s pretty right, most of the time.

If you read on you may feel that I have had a very fortunate life. I think that is the case for I was lucky enough to work from 16 to 76 in occupations which involved much change and travel.

That’s all. Read on.

John Macneil

Melbourne, 2019
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CHAPTER 1

Going to Work

1943-1951

Being born in 1927 meant I grew up during a time of Depression and War. The Second World War had been going on for over four years when I finished high school at the end of 1943, and manpower controls were still in vogue for males aged between 16 and 401. We could be directed to work in some industry which was thought to be essential to the war effort, and at 18 we were also liable to be called up into the armed forces. So when, aged just 16, I visited the Manpower Office in Coburg and told the man I hoped to be an engineer, he directed me to the Kraft Cheese factory on Riverside Avenue in South Melbourne, where the Southbank Centre now is, and I became a junior engineering draughtsman.

My work as a junior was neither onerous nor difficult for I knew nothing about engineering or draughting and so was used mainly as an office boy. After a few months at Kraft, I applied for and got a job at the Melbourne and Metropolitan Board of Works, the water, drainage and sewerage predecessor to the Melbourne Water of today. Being a junior draughtsman at the Board was much more interesting than at Kraft for the drawing offices were much larger, each with two or three engineers, about four draughtsmen and one or two tracers. I was put in the Sewerage Design Branch, headed by Mr Grundy.2 Although the Board’s work was essential, there were very few men of military age working there. The Board had a policy of allowing, even expecting, non-essential lads like me to go to the forces when they reached 18, but not before.
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‘Career For Youth’ – Air Training Corps recruitment poster (AWM ARTV04289)

Since leaving school, my mind had been firmly set on going into the armed forces. I had joined the Air Training Corps3 while still at school and before I was 16, and there met many like-minded young fellows with whom I gained a grasp of discipline, marching and working in groups; we also did quite a lot of physics, maths and other topics relevant to the aircrew training to which we aspired. By mid-1945, I had applied for and been accepted by the Air Force as an aircrew trainee and by the Navy as a seaman recruit. I had tried for the Army too but the sergeant told me to go away until I was old enough. As a 17-year-old, the Navy would take me but the Board would not release me until I was 18. The Air Force and Army also had a rule of 18, so when the war ended in August 1945, three months before my 18th birthday, I was very disappointed. Walking along Flinders Lane on Victory in the Pacific Day, I bumped into Colonel Carre-Riddell, who had been in the Royal Australian Engineers but was now a very senior engineer at the Board.4 He had been to both wars and had been awarded the Distinguished Service Order. The colonel greeted me and remarked that I looked a bit miserable; I replied that I wanted to go into the forces but the war was over. He said, “Well, don’t worry. There’ll be another one.”

Since starting work, I had been attending the Melbourne Technical College three or four evenings a week. After eight years, it was possible to gain a diploma, considered by the University of Melbourne as equivalent only to the first year of its Bachelor of Civil Engineering degree. Not a great prospect for an 18 year-old lad and, anyway, my heart wasn’t really in the engineering trade. By the middle of 1946, I was looking in the papers again and one day came across an ad for school teachers. I took off my draughtsman’s dustcoat and headed up Collins Street to the Education Department in the State Offices behind the Old Treasury and soon found myself talking to someone and being offered a job as a student teacher, to start almost straight away at Brunswick South West Primary School. I guess there was a serious teacher shortage. The pay was less than I got at the Board, but the school was only a short tram ride from home. The arrangement in those days was that people wanting to become primary teachers could become a student teacher in the state teaching service at age 16 if they had the Leaving Certificate, i.e., with five years at a high school. By the end of 1946, I had a fair grasp of how a primary school worked and a starting grasp of how to teach children in a classroom.

At the end of 1947, I was offered a scholarship to go to the university to do the three-year Arts degree, and I accepted. Then, in about May 1948, my father ‘came ashore’ after about 35 years as a merchant seaman and took a job as a foreman at the Williamstown Naval Dockyard. Previously, I had been treated almost as the man of the house for, until 1940 when my sister was born, my mother and I were the only people at home except for occasional visits by relatives and my father’s infrequent and usually very short stays when his ship was in Melbourne. He had been sent to sea as a ship’s boy at age 14 and had risen to be a Master Mariner. After a fortnight of him at home permanently, it became clear there was no need, or room, in the house for both of us.5 I went to see Mr Law6 at the university and explained my situation; he soon arranged the cancellation of my studentship so I could become a full-time teacher. So I was sent off to Robinson’s Mill Primary, a one-teacher school up in the ranges about sixty or so miles north-east of Melbourne.

In the middle of 1950, the papers and the wireless were full of news of the start of war in Korea and soon our prime minister, Mr Menzies, was announcing Australia would be there. The problem, as we now know, was that the Australian armed forces had practically ceased to exist. Apart from a lone squadron of rather old-fashioned Air Force fighters in Japan, slated to come home almost at that instant, and one or two Navy corvettes, Australia really had nothing useful in the theatre of operations. The forces in Australia itself had been run down so much that that cupboard was almost bare too, but the government was undeterred and announced that a special military force, K Force, would be raised by voluntary recruiting so an infantry battalion could be sent to join with the United Nations (UN, read USA) to repel aggression. Advertisements soon appeared in the papers and, as a Citizen Military Forces (CMF) person, I saw my duty and that my opportunity had come.7 I sent off a letter to my parents in Melbourne advising of my intention and was very surprised to receive a telegram within a day or two, from my father, telling me that to join the Army was not a good idea because promotion would be much better in the Air Force. The real reason for my father’s suggestion was possibly that my mother, whose brother had been killed at Fromelles in 1916, did not want any of her family in the Army.8 Anyway, another look in the paper revealed, to my surprise, that the Air Force was looking for recruits for aircrew training, so I applied for that.9

After a while, I was summoned to Melbourne for Air Force aptitude and medical testing and an interview by a panel of five officers chaired by an elderly air commodore.10 He asked me if I could ride a horse. I said that I could not, although I could drive a truck, but this did not please him. There was an uneasy silence for a while but fortunately for me another officer at the end of the table took up the questioning and changed the subject. The aptitude tests were easy and the young WRAAF (Women’s Royal Australian Air Force) who was in charge remarked I was the first person she’d struck who had completed them all in the time. I explained I was very used to such tests having, as a teacher, administered many and that practice and knowledge of the process makes tests easier. My only other memory of the recruiting process was that, in the medical, the doctor ticked ‘Average’ against the ‘Apparent Intelligence’ box on his form and when I glared at that he changed it to ‘Above Average’. I didn’t know until then that doctors can tell intelligence by looking at someone.

Although I did not know it at the time, the Royal Australian Air Force’s (RAAF) leaders were in the process of rebuilding an Air Force which had been struck down by government from a strength of over 160,000 in 1945 to about 7,000 in 1948. The Air Force chiefs were being purposeful and, because there was little money, they were taking things step by step. Aircrew courses, unlike during the war, now started only once every six months, so it was quite a while before there were any results for me. I had not given up hope though and, at the end of 1950, when I was at a CMF training camp at Seymour, a telegram from the Air Force was sent on to me by my mother; it said I had been accepted for aircrew training starting on 26 February 1951 and that I could accept the offer or not by using the attached prepaid reply telegram. So I did. Accept, that is.

I went back to Cobden in late January to get rid of my Dodge and my new dog, a Border Collie pup named Tiger, for the Air Force joining instruction said pets were not allowed. I gave Tiger to the farmer next door to the school and Tiger quickly got among the other dogs and tried to round up the cows. After a few weeks, I took the train to Melbourne, left my things at home with my mother and went off to join the Air Force.
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John Macneil at Cobden circa late 1950, with his pup, Tiger. (Macneil Family Collection)


CHAPTER 2

Seven Course

1951-1952

When people who were once in the military start talking about the past, they often start by saying, ‘What course were you on?’ I was on No 7 Aircrew Course (Seven Course) which started on 26 February 1951 at No 1 Flying Training School at RAAF Base Point Cook, Victoria.

The orders told me to report to Spencer Street Railway Station at 1 pm on that 26th day; there in the station yard I joined a large group of other young fellows standing around a couple of Air Force trucks. The person in charge was obviously the very smart-looking officer whom we learned was Mr Nevitt, the warrant officer disciplinary at Point Cook.1 He quickly had us on the trucks and off we went to the base. When we climbed down from our trucks, milling around like lost sheep I suppose, we were taken in hand again, this time by Corporal Barry Cowden2, our drill instructor.

With the corporal was a crowd of maybe 15 airmen in well-worn overalls. Obviously men of experience. They took us in hand and soon we had been moved into old, large two-storey wooden barracks blocks where each of us was allotted a room and asked to sign a card listing some bedding and equipment. We hardly had time to introduce ourselves to our neighbours, and spy out the building, before we were taken out again and marched (walked would be more accurate) a few hundred yards up the road to the Flying Training School (FTS) Headquarters where, three at a time, we swore before the adjutant to well and truly serve His Majesty the King as members of the Permanent Air Force for a period of six years followed by five years on the Reserve, so help me God.

By now it was dinner time, about five or six o’clock, and we were shepherded over to a splendid and very large wooden building called the airmen’s mess where we were well and truly fed. And then we seemed free to do as we wished, except leave the place of course. I sat in my room, on a hard-looking metal-framed bed – which had on it a hard, thin mattress, five folded blankets, one pillow, one pillow-slip and two folded sheets; I was wondering about the day and what to do next when one of those airmen in overalls appeared at my door. “Are you John Macneil?” “Yes”; I replied. “I’m Kevin Langlands.3 Were you a school teacher?” “Yes.” “Good. Now, if you’ll agree to teach me physics and maths, I’ll show you how to make your bed.”

Of course I accepted, even though I’d been making my own bed for years. Kevin had taught me the main thing about the Air Force: ‘Help one another, work together.’

At this stage it may help you to know what No 7 Aircrew Course actually was. The first Australian aircrew training courses after the Second World War started in August 1948 as the Air Force and Navy were rebuilt, and a course started every six months for the next several years. Our course started with about 80 people and another dozen or so joined at one stage or another over the next 18 months. Of the 93, about 60 had previous military experience of one sort or another, many of them being already serving Air Force ground staff (called ‘remusters’ as they had changed mustering or employment category). These had many different trade backgrounds – like John Young,4 a corporal photographer – and there were airframe fitters, wireless maintenance mechanics, instrument fitters, and even a linguist expert in Japanese. My new friend Kevin had been an armourer; a few had even been accepted into the aircrew mustering directly from recruit school.

[image: ]

No 7 Aircrew Course, RAAF Point Cook, February/March 1951. John Macneil, second back row, sixth from right (Macneil Family Collection)

As well as the remusters, Seven Course was joined at various stages by an Air Force engineer officer and two Royal Australian Navy (RAN) seamen officers who trained as pilots, plus other non-officers who, for various reasons, were transferred into our course from others. One of these was Billie Collings. He had been a cadet at the RAAF College where, during his first few weeks, he had discovered FTS could make him into a pilot in 18 months instead of four years at the college, where they didn’t even start their flying training for two and a half years. We also had 15 who were already in the Navy and destined, if they succeeded, to become pilots or observers in our new Fleet Air Arm.

But whether we had already been in the military or had come directly from jobs as clerks, teachers, farm workers, plumbers, university students or whatever, we were all aged from 18 to 24, had at least four years of secondary schooling, were physically fit, and had a desire to fly. This ambition could be satisfied if we completed the 18 months’ training needed to become a Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) pilot, navigator or signaller, or an RAN pilot or observer.

The first six months of the course, called the Initial Phase, was common to all and concentrated on mathematics, physics, English, meteorology, armament, aero engines, aerodynamics, Morse Code, airmanship and so on, all directly related to aviation, and General Service Knowledge which related to the military services as a whole (GSK was a continuing theme, right through even to the promotion exams and courses held before one could become a senior officer, years later).

Our instructors ranged in rank from corporal to squadron leader and they were all very good at teaching; they kept it simple and they were obviously highly qualified in their fields. But we still all needed to do lots of homework in the barracks every evening and maybe at weekends. Some who did not catch on quickly enough were ‘scrubbed’; that is, put off the course to go to some other course, or back to their previous mustering, or even to be discharged from the Service. A few who had personal matters to attend to, or who had simply changed their minds, asked to leave the course, even to leave the RAAF altogether; this was allowed for people still in the early stages of training.

As well as the classroom stuff, we had lots of marching drill, at least an hour a day. This was not to teach us to perform manoeuvres required of an infantry battalion in the Peninsula War in 1810 – like ‘Right Form’, ‘Advance in Review Order’, ‘Halt Who Goes There’, ‘Slow March’ and so on. The purpose of our drill sessions was actually to teach us to do as we were told, no matter how pointless that might seem. It was to teach us to work so well together that we shortly became pleased with ourselves for being part of a team which could do difficult things (good drill in a group is difficult to do well). And, of course, drill was good exercise. Have you ever spent two hours exercising on a hot day, fully clothed and even with a greatcoat, and carrying a rifle, bayonet and canvas webbing5 weighing several kilograms? We occasionally had an hour or two in the gymnasium as well, although the Air Force in those days did not make a fuss about fitness or strength training or all that stuff. Perhaps the community of young men was fitter then than now.

Leaving aside the formal training for a while, we should look at the other things we learned. Living in barracks was not easy for some. There was a little isolated bullying early on but that was soon stopped by other trainees and the bully told to behave himself. Getting on with 40 or so other people in a barracks block was not too difficult for most of us and we soon became close acquaintances, even friends, with the other people. Although we were from many different backgrounds we had much in common and, a bit like the great Australian citizen armies of the two world wars, we were all young males so we had nicknames. There was ‘Wocka’, ‘Ace’, ‘Sailor’, ‘Mouse’, ‘Gatsby’ (my friend Kevin), ‘The Count’, and of course there was a ‘Blue’, and a couple of unflattering ones, namely ‘Stumblebum’ and ‘Garbage Guts’.6

The main event of each week was the Monday night ‘panic’ when each man had to prepare his own room for the commanding officer’s (CO) inspection next morning by polishing the floor with wax and scrubber, laying out rifle and bayonet and webbing on our beds in a very precise way, and making sure each shoe and boot in the bottom of the wardrobe-cupboard was spotless and shining. As well as our individual chores, we also took turns at cleaning and polishing everything else in sight throughout the block including the halls, stairways and verandas, and every nook and cranny of the bathrooms and toilets. This all took most of us some time each Monday evening, except for the remusters who seemed to know lots of shortcuts. The inspection was done by the CO or one of his senior officers straight after the station parade each Tuesday morning so there was no time to do things we’d forgotten in our ‘panic’. Any laxity found during the barracks inspection was followed by some extra duty for the offender. I once tried to hide a pair of dirty shoes under some clean ones and so spent the following Saturday digging fencepost holes while my friends were up in the city having a beer or two at the London Hotel.7

There was always a favourite hotel or bar. For us it was the London in Melbourne and later on there was Usher’s8 in Sydney and the Ocean Beach Hotel in Perth, known as the ‘OBH’ or ‘Old Boys Home’. I guess every group had some favourite, but we didn’t actually drink a lot, we mainly just boasted to one another as far as I remember, and made some very good friends. There was no wet canteen9 for airmen, or airwomen, in those days but every payday, fortnightly, a couple of kegs were put up in the airmen’s mess but they didn’t go far for the hundreds of other ranks on the base so most of us didn’t even bother to go across.

I mention airwomen for there were a few at Point Cook at that time. The Women’s Australian Auxiliary Air Force or WAAAF, established early in the Second World War and disbanded soon after, had been reestablished as the Women’s Royal Australian Air Force, the WRAAF, in 1950 and, although it had few members at the time, they were a noticeable and good part of the Air Force by 1951.

In my days in the RAAF it was, and still is, possible for people to advance their skills and prospects or just change jobs by remustering. This of course depended on factors like shortages or surpluses in their present mustering, vacancies in the new one, and the person having enough left of his or her engagement to warrant the time and effort of retraining. Sometimes an extension of engagement was needed. In the past, women had fewer opportunities than men because the trades they could pursue were limited to those like the clerical, education assistant, telephone operator, car driver, stewardess and so on which were already available to women in the civilian world, but this has changed and women may serve in every category these days, even that of airfield-defence guard which could involve personal hand-to-hand fighting with an enemy male. So the general opportunity to remuster or change occupation, and have the training provided by the Service, and not lose any pay (because of a non-reduction rule), was real and valued.

In my early years in the Service, there were women officers as well as airwomen in the WRAAF and women were the only members of the RAAF Nursing Service (RAAFNS). Women, in the 1950s, were not legally members of the RAAF but of auxiliary forces, and there were different regulations governing their service. For instance, members of the WRAAF did not come under the Air Force Act for discipline and offenders were dealt with administratively. Women officers’ ranks were different too, e.g., the female ‘equivalent’ to flight lieutenant was flight officer, or senior sister for nurses. I believe, strictly speaking, female officers did not have legal powers of command over men, but no airman would disobey ‘the Sister’ or a WRAAF officer. As well as having their moral power, women could also receive honours and decorations. I knew one airwoman in 1952 who was awarded the British Empire Medal for bravery after she rescued another from a fierce fire in their barracks.10

WRAAFs were enlisted for four years and we new male aircrew enlistees on Seven Course had signed for six years, but, for most airmen in the 1950s, the term of engagement was 12 years; it was very difficult indeed to ‘get out early’ for the Service could not have been relied upon if people could come and go as they wished and, anyway, it wanted its money’s worth for the training given. All members could leave when their term was up and all could reengage if they had a good record and there were vacancies in their trade. It was a contract. The person agreed to serve and do what was required and the Service agreed to employ and pay them for the term.

Pay was not as good as in any equivalent civilian occupation which was one reason why early discharge was asked for. Women received less pay than men. We newly joined people in training received seven shillings a day if under 21 and 10 shillings if we were over 21. Trained people received more depending on their trade-pay level so that radio fitters received more than radio mechanics, aircraft tradesmen received more than cooks who received more than general hands (labourers and cleaners) and so on. There were five trade levels, or pay-groups as they were called, and all trades from the highly skilled, like pilots, air-traffic controllers and aircraft fitters, down to the least skilled, like cooks’ assistants and general hands, were placed in what was considered to be an appropriate pay level.

All ‘other ranks’, i.e., those not commissioned, could apply for or, even without applying, be appointed to a commission. This condition of service, as interpreted by the RAAF, resulted in many being commissioned from the ranks, but this was not common in our Army and Navy.

With all ranks, pay increased by yearly increments up to a limit for each rank, and it also increased on each promotion. There were also other financial conditions like: flying pay for aviators who had flown at least a minimum number of hours each year; subsistence allowance when a person went on leave and off the base for a minimum of three days and so could not take advantage of the free food and lodging provided as part of service; free, and compulsory, medical and dental treatment; and marriage allowance for married men because the normal (single) rate of pay was quite insufficient for a man with a wife. From memory, children may also have attracted a child allowance.

Our day-to-day work on Seven Course went on uneventfully for the first 18 weeks or so. We went to class daily, had drill daily, cleaned our rooms and made our beds daily, polished and shined the whole barracks at least weekly and went off to the big city on Saturdays sometimes. I think only one or two people had a car and there were a couple of motorbikers. We could sometimes get a lift on an Air Force bus which went off to Melbourne occasionally, but not on Saturdays. The nearest railway station to us was three miles away up at Aircraft Siding which was next to the RAAF base at Laverton. A train from there would get us to the city. However, on the base, there was frequently a picture show in the cinema/gymnasium, we could go fishing or for a swim in the bay at the south end of the base on the weekend, and most of us had plenty of homework to do, mainly of the memorising type. So much new information. Tests were frequent. And, of course, we had lots to talk about, in our barrack rooms, after dinner and over weekends. We also had to do our own laundry. Starching and ironing cotton drill clothing takes time.

Our other and formal on-base duties were few. Because we were the junior of the three courses in residence, we provided the fire picquet11 and main-gate guard for the whole base each weekend, from Friday afternoon until first thing Monday morning (Six Course was learning to fly on Tiger Moths and Five Course was on Wirraways; clearly the demands of that prevented them from any other duties). Guard was done on a roster by about eight of us who lived in the guard room over the weekend and we sallied out as guards and fire picquets with our (unloaded) rifles in ones and twos several times a day and night so intruders would be deterred and fires would not destroy things. The base was quite large and each patrol took a couple of hours to cover the territory right down to the southern tarmac, especially at night for there was little lighting and we had to tread carefully. The other duty we took turns at was providing a crew, six at a time, for the fire truck which was always on the tarmac when flying was in progress. It was manned and operated by real firemen by day but for night flying it was us, with a proper fireman-driver of course. We were told how to work the hoses.

One other thing we once all did together was to go up to the city for a march to celebrate Coral Sea Week, and we saluted a very choleric-looking American admiral standing in front of the town hall.12 It was a very tiring long march as our flight commander, Flight Lieutenant Cassidy,13 forgot to give us a ‘Change Arms’14 but one of our more capable trainees (I believe it was Jake Newham) gave us one anyway, sotto voce from the back of the flight.
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Some of Seven Course, 1951. Back row: Peter Chalmers, KIA, Korea15; Frank Martin, flew Meteors and Beaufighters, then civil flying in WA16; Ian McKenzie, killed in a Wirraway crash17; Len Murphy, went to TAA18; front row, Harry Edwards, killed in a Vampire crash19; Gerry Geary, became Qantas navigator20; Jake Newham, became chief of the air staff. (Macneil Family Collection)

The big event during this initial phase of aircrew training was flight grading. This was a period of about four weeks at the end when almost all trainees, RAAF and Navy, were given about ten hours of flying instruction in Tiger Moths and rated on the likelihood of their successfully completing the full pilot course. In those days, this took another year and involved about 60 flying hours in Tiger Moths and then, if successful, another 100 or so in Wirraways. If he passed all the many flying tests in these aircraft, including instrument flying, navigation, aerobatics, night flying and so on, and given good behaviour and continued success in passing all the ground-subject exams, the trainee pilot would qualify for, and receive, his ‘wings’, would be promoted to the rank of sergeant, and would go off to a squadron, a result greatly desired by most people. The only ones who could not do flight grading were six or seven for whom it had previously been decided, for reasons still unknown to me, would become signallers, the trade of airborne radio operators. There was also the possibility a trainee might say he did not want to do flight grading as he wanted to be a navigator, not a pilot. That was the case with me.

Why? I’m not really sure, but it may have been that my father was a Master Mariner and I wanted to emulate him as an aerial navigator. I had read all his textbooks. Maybe I thought navigation was really applied physics and maths, which I was good at. Maybe I was impressed by Pilot Officer Bridle, our navigation instructor.21 I had been in an aeroplane only once before joining the Air Force, on a TAA22 flight from Launceston back to Melbourne after a trip to Tasmania at the end of 1949; I realised my aeronautical experience was very slight. Many of my Seven Course friends had already taken private or aero-club flying lessons. I had a friend from high school, Daryl McKenzie, who had taken his private flying lessons to such a level that, although only my age, he was already a flying instructor at the Royal Victorian Aero Club at Moorabbin. Daryl agreed to take me for a ride in a Tiger Moth so one wintry windy Saturday morning I went down to Moorabbin and we went up. Daryl let me fly a little bit but it was one of those blustery Melbourne days, with a strong south-westerly and low cloud, and the little Tiger was bumping and being tossed around so much that Daryl soon decided that it would be safer on the ground so he landed after about 15 minutes, and had some trouble taxiing in to the hangars too.23 I had felt a little bit of airsickness coming on and, as I walked the few miles back to the railway station I thought, ‘Well, if Admiral Horatio Nelson could overcome chronic seasickness I suppose I can overcome airsickness.’

Was that experience enough to make me say to our flight commander that I wished to become a navigator so they could at least save the expense of the ten hours flying for me? I don’t know. Two other trainees, who eventually became my great friends, Lawrie Hubbard and Frank Lonie,24 also took that step and, while the rest were being tested on and over the Little River satellite airfield, we spent the next four weeks as sort of office boys in the FTS Navigation Section under the eyes of the instructors who worked there. I don’t remember learning anything. Our flight-grading mates, however, did learn a great deal and were very excited every evening as they discussed what they had done, or done badly, and what the instructors had said and so on. A very tense time for some, I think.

At the end, we were all assembled and the successful names were read, about 30 of them I think, RAAF and Navy. The others were told that they would, or could, be sent to train as navigators or observers. Afterwards, a few of us were playing tennis when Corporal Cowden arrived and said that Trainee McCarthy was needed at the HQ.25 Jack went off but soon returned shouting, “I’m going to be a pilot!” One more place had been found for him. The grading process, like all other selection processes, was not perfect. Jack might have been last on that list but he became a very good pilot, flying Mustang and Meteor fighters, and the twin-engine Beaufighters, and then became a flying instructor, while several others who passed higher up the flight grading list failed to get through the pilots’ course at all.

So, in August 1951, those selected for pilot training stayed at Point Cook and the rest of us went off to the RAAF School of Radio at Ballarat to become signallers, to England to become naval observers or to RAAF East Sale to become navigators.
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Left to right: Jake Newham, Bill Collings, Ken Hynson,26 Jack McCarthy and John Macneil – taken at a ball in Melbourne organised by members of No 7 Aircrew Course in 1951 prior to heading to their respective specialist courses as pilots, navigators or signallers. (Jake Newham Collection)

No 7 Navigator Course

The RAAF base at East Sale had many of the features of Point Cook, but was regarded differently by the people of the district. Sale, a largish town about 130 miles from Melbourne, had sprung from, and still depended on, the rural and service industries of central Gippsland. It did not think it depended on the Air Force even though there were over 600 Air Force people on the base and many of them had their families living in the town, so the financial benefit to Sale would have been great. But the Air Force was considered a latecomer, an outsider, arriving only in about 1941 when Sale was already a well-established large town. The RAAF was tolerated but not highly regarded by the Sale establishment.

East Sale was also very different for us as trainees; we were treated like ordinary airmen, not as something a bit special as we had been at Point Cook. No more individual rooms in a large wooden two-storey barracks. We all, 20 or so of us, lived in one large hut divided into two rooms, with a tin toilet and shower block 50 yards away across a paddock. We always wore overalls, not the smart uniforms of Point Cook. We marched everywhere as a group, to and from classes, to breakfast and lunch, and to anywhere else where we were all required to be. We did not do drill and we did not have a Corporal Cowden in charge. In fact, no one seemed to take much notice of us. Our instructors just expected us to do as was required under our own personal or group steam.

The base was very active with the Base Squadron providing all the domestic support (supplies, food, transport, medical, etc.) and the Maintenance Squadron providing the various aircraft needed by the Central Flying School, the Air Armament School, the School of Photography, the School of Air Traffic Control and our School of Air Navigation, or SAN as it was known. These schools had all been established, or reestablished, as among the vital parts of the Air Board’s post-war rebuilding plan. Each unit had its own CO, the whole being commanded by the Officer Commanding who ruled his empire of about 600 with a HQ staff of maybe five. The only one of that staff we ever met was the warrant officer disciplinary (WOD), Mr Duncan.27

Paddy Duncan dominated every airman on the base, and many junior officers too. He was about 45 years old, I guess, but still played as a very effective ruckman in the Air Force football team in the local district competition. He was not a gentlemanly type like Mr Nevitt at Point Cook. When Paddy spoke, it was to be obeyed. One night, I saw him take off his rank badges and invite a recalcitrant airman outside where he gave him a few whacks which made that man instantly obedient. Perhaps to some, Mr Duncan was a sort of severe father, to others he may have seemed a tyrant, but I just thought of him as the WOD, a necessary person in an Air Force to uphold and ensure good discipline so that business could go on without unnecessary disruption. He was firm but fair, as long as you didn’t try to be too smart; what a WOD should be, in fact. Another thing about him was that, if you watched him closely enough, he seemed to have a sense of humour, even of fun.

I am able to talk of what other airmen thought for, at Sale, we mixed with the other airmen a great deal, unlike at Point Cook where our social circle was confined to other aircrew trainees, maybe even just to those in our barracks block. At Sale, we had lots of ground-crew mates from the nearby huts; we of course made friends among the cooks in the airmen’s mess, and found new acquaintances wherever we happened to bump into people, like at the post office, in the gym or at the weekly picture show. The only dance in town, at the Mechanics Institute every Saturday night, was attended by many of the other young hopefuls of the base, and some of our remusters also found old friends from previous postings. And, of course, there were WRAAFs, whose conversation and company was valued. East Sale gave most of us a very good idea of the lives and attitudes of airmen and airwomen which, apart from the intrinsic value of friendship, was helpful later as we progressed in the Service.

One thing which favoured us was that, as trainee navigators, we seemed immune to one or two rules imposed on other people. As at Point Cook, there was no wet canteen apart from the fortnightly two kegs on pay nights, but we overcame this with the help of a local taxi driver called Ted who could be persuaded to bring in a keg from town in his cab, on Saturday nights, and we could set up a little bar in our hut. We cooked ducks shot in the nearby swamps, and rabbits too, on our cast-iron stove heater, invited in some people from nearby huts and had a sort of indoor barbecue and party every now and again.

One night, a corporal service policeman burst in on our party and threatened to put us all on a charge for having liquor in the barracks. When he was told what to do he stormed out of the hut shouting that he was going to get the WOD. We took no notice of that and so were set very aback when a few minutes later Mr Duncan came in. He lived with his family in a married quarter just down the road and was clearly displeased at being disturbed at home. He looked around, we were silent, and he said, “This place is a bloody disgrace. If it’s not cleaned up in two hours you’ll all be in cells.”

And then he got on his bike and disappeared. So we finished off the beer, got rid of the keg, washed up the pans and dishes, washed and polished the floor and sent our mates back to their own huts. When, exactly two hours later, Mr Duncan appeared at the door again, we were all in our beds, sitting to attention. He looked around, said, “Just as well” and then he went home.

Our studies at SAN were very specifically connected to our aviation specialty, for we were now trainee navigators: maps and charts; aircraft instruments; armament, i.e., all about bombs and guns and flares; what was called DR (deduced, not dead, reckoning) navigation; and astro-navigation theory and calculations filled our days and much of our nights too. We studied meteorology a lot, for aircraft fly in the air, don’t they, and if there wasn’t any wind there’d be no need for navigators, would there? We were lucky that our met instructor was Mr Brunt, the bureau forecaster at East Sale.28 He was not only expert, he was a very clear instructor so we learned lots about wind and weather and how to draw as well as read weather maps, and how to predict changes in weather and wind by observing and thinking about what was going on. I sometimes think I’m still better than today’s official forecasters with all their models. I use the synoptic in the newspaper, traced day-by-day, with a good think based on Mr Brunt’s methods, to get my forecasts.

The ground instruction, as at Point Cook, was given by people experienced in their fields and also trained in IT, which in those days meant ‘instructional technique’, so we were well and clearly taught. Most of the ideas were new to us and so a fair amount of homework or, rather, barrackswork, was needed to master the topics. As fibro barracks huts with 20 people in one space are not ideal for study, we often went to our always open classroom at night and on weekends and had our own solo or group study sessions. To pass the course, one had to gain at least 50% in every subject and an overall average of at least 60%. Students who were lagging could sometimes be dragged ahead by their mates, out of hours, when things could be gone over more slowly or repetitively.

As with the initial training phase at Point Cook, there was wastage on the navigator course. Of the 24 starting our navigator course, five did not complete for various reasons. So the wastage rate was 21%. This was part of the overall Seven Course wastage of 35% for, of the 93 people who entered, 33 failed to graduate as either pilot, navigator, signaller or observer. Such wastage is common in good military training schemes. Worldwide, wastage on military aircrew training has historically been about 40%. With all respects to our very competent civil airline people, especially my dear friends who left the Air Force to make great careers in Qantas, etc., military aviation and the training for it is a great deal more demanding than any civil flying.

Of course, as well as our classroom training, there was much flying, in two types of aircraft which were at the time used in the Air Force’s transport, bomber and maritime reconnaissance squadrons, namely the American-built C-47 Dakota (the military version of the civil Douglas DC-3) and the Australian-built version of the British Avro Lincoln which was a late Second World War development of the Lancaster. The Lincoln had been built a bit larger and with longer range than the Lancaster to allow its use in the war against Japan but it never was (the American use of the atom bomb saw to that). Australian factories in Melbourne had built some 60 or so Lincolns and these were used by the RAAF for some years after the war. Being of a basic design which originated in the late 1930s, the Lincoln, like its distinguished parent, had some deficiencies as well as virtues, as most aircraft do, but it was alright as a trainer for navigators, bomb aimers and air gunners, and probably satisfactory too for the operational uses to which it was put by the RAAF up to 1961. An advantage of both the Dakota and Lincoln in training was that they were used in the squadrons to which we would be posted if we passed the course, so we would need no conversion (but lots and lots of practice).
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RAAF members of No 7 Navigator Course (circa 1952), at the School of Air Navigation, East Sale. John Macneil in middle row at far left. (Macneil Family Collection).29

Following much ‘ground-plotting’ in the classroom where we practiced the chartwork and calculations and logkeeping at our desks, we started our flying in Dakotas, which had a basic crew of two pilots, one signaller and one navigator. In our case, we had the first three plus one navigator instructor and two student navigators, whose job it was to help one another with the hard bits. Most of the time the instructor dozed, or sometimes looked disbelievingly, or even cynically, at our efforts to steer the thing from A to B. Most instructors did not interfere, their teaching occurring after the flight when they analysed our work and showed us how and when and why we had done well, or otherwise.

My first flight was with three other students, Lawrie Hubbard, Sandy Baxter30 and John Young. Lawrie and I were to navigate from East Sale around the south-east corner of Australia and north up to the Air Force base at Williamtown, near Newcastle. Sandy and John were to bring us back. Our instructor was Flight Lieutenant Reggie Wheeler, a cheerful rotund officer whom we sort of idolised because of his experience, geniality, earnestness and very high reputation as a great practical navigator.31

I was the navigator on the first leg from East Sale to Gabo Island; straight after take-off the pilot kindly circled around and over the top of the aerodrome, told me we were overhead the base and then headed roughly to the east (he’d done this before, I think). This was the signal for me to draw a little circle on my chart from which to start my airplot. As I was attending to this, Reggie shouted at me, “What’s your heading for DR height?” I didn’t know what he was talking about so said, “What’s DR height, sir?” He looked despairing, grabbed my flight plan, rushed up to the pilot and shouted something to him, the aircraft veered round a bit and started climbing; Reggie came back to me and pointed to the first entry in my plan. ‘Oh!’ I thought. ‘That’s what he meant. It’s the heading for the first part of the flight, from the ground up to the cruising level.’

After that, Reggie left me alone and with Lawrie’s help I found my way along the Ninety Mile Beach all the way to Gabo where Lawrie took over and we tracked up the New South Wales coast, past Sydney, to Newcastle. It was beautifully clear all the way so we could easily map read from one fine beach resort to the next.

Reggie appeared to take no notice of us at all. When we got to Williamtown, we discovered the real reason for the flight up the coast for no sooner had we been refuelled than a small van arrived and two large bags of oysters were put in the aircraft. We were told they were for an East Sale officers’ mess party that night. Soon we were airborne again on the reverse tracks, with Sandy and John doing the work and Lawrie and me down the back watching Reggie sample a few oysters. He didn’t seem to worry about Sandy and John either, but we soon learned he had eyes in the back of his head and missed nothing. As well as flying with us, he had us in the classroom teaching us about all of the aircraft instruments and associated devices, like the computers of the time, which were essential for the safe and precise flying of aircraft and their use as weapon systems.

That first ‘navex’32 was followed by 40 or so more flights in Dakotas and Lincolns for a total of 174 flying hours in which we practiced navigation, high and low-level bombing, air gunnery and aerial photography, thus being introduced to all the skills needed at that time by navigators in operational squadrons.

Nowadays, a child can navigate using that marvellous device called a GPS. Even taxi drivers seem to find their destinations more quickly and more often, though they may go round in circles now and again. But, 60 years ago, the safe passage of aircraft depended on being able to see the ground and so to map read, or being able to take bearings on ground radio stations if any, or on the use of the early mapping and other position-finding radars and radios with which a few aircraft were fitted. Of course, there was also the ability to make celestial observations of the sun, and sometimes the moon, at daytime, or of moon, planets and stars at night. This method was essentially that employed by Cook, Flinders and Baudin as they sailed around Australia in the 1700s and early 1800s, although in the 1950s we had the very great advantage of precise and correct timepieces which we could monitor and ‘rate’ by listening to worldwide radio-broadcast time signals.

By the 1950s, we could also avoid the very time-consuming handwritten spherical trigonometric calculation needed by earlier navigators, up until the 1940s in fact, for we could shortcut by using astronomical tables published by the astronomical and hydrographical authorities of Britain and the United States. Even with those, though, it took us at least 20 minutes to take and plot a good three-star fix, by which time we could, say in a jet aircraft, be 35 or 40 miles past the place of the time of the fix. One other advantage we had over the maritime navigator was a bubble sextant which defined the vertical, rather than a marine sextant which used the horizon to define the horizontal. Thus we could take sights when the horizon was not visible, that is at night or when over cloud. But we still had the difficulty of trying to keep the bubble in the vertical as the aircraft tossed and turned in turbulence, just as the mariner tries to keep the horizon steady while his ship rocks and rolls across a rough sea.

So it was with time and position and cloud and wind that we battled as trainee navigators, not to mention the occasional airsickness, turbulence and maybe a deliberately uncooperative pilot who had decided to have a bit of fun, for our flying exercises must have been exceedingly boring to the crews who took us around the skies. We did them once; they did them dozens of times.
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John Macneil at East Sale, circa 1951. (Macneil Family Collection)
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John Macneil in flying suit at East Sale, circa 1951. (Macneil Family Collection)

A few events made a big impression on me. The first was on 16 November 1951 when I was first navigator the whole way on a flight from East Sale to Hay in New South Wales to Hindmarsh in western Victoria then back to Sale. A day trip. There was total cloud below us on the leg from Sale to Hay and there were also few radio beacons in that part, but it seemed to me, on the limited information I could gather, that the winds were stronger than had been forecast. As we approached our estimated time of arrival (ETA) for Hay, the pilot told me he could see Hay, that we were in fact right overhead. So far so good, I thought, and restarted my airplot from that Hay pinpoint and told the pilot to turn to my new heading for Hindmarsh. For that I used the wind I’d deduced at Hay modified a little to account for the forecast given to me back at Sale (as mentioned earlier, it was DR navigation, DR standing for deduced reckoning, not dead reckoning). As we went south-westward towards Hindmarsh, and still over 8/8ths cloud, the winds I deduced from more radio fixes became stronger and stronger. It all seemed a bit strange and I was getting a bit confused but we turned on ETA Hindmarsh on the assumption we were there and headed back towards Sale. Soon I was giving the signaller a position report that we were over Wedderburn, some way to the south-east of Hindmarsh. Then I went up the front to look out in the hope of seeing the ground, for I was uncertain. Could those winds I’d found really be so strong?

Suddenly there was a hole in the cloud and, right below us, on the left-hand side, I saw a large and perfectly circular lake. There’s only one of those in Victoria. It’s called Lake Boga and it’s up near the Murray River, 80 miles from Wedderburn! We were 80 miles off track. Wow! What to do? The first thing I did was to tell the pilot to turn 40 degrees right so that we would be heading to Sale not to Albury or even Mount Kosciusko. Then I gave the signaller a new amended position report and a new time and place for us to cross the airway so we wouldn’t unexpectedly upset any civil airliner going back or forth between Sydney and Melbourne. Then I looked at my instructor, Flying Officer Prosser, who said nothing and looked non-committal, as they do.33 How did this all happen? I didn’t have a clue, so just kept on keeping on and eventually we landed back at Sale.

It was a Friday. I went down to Melbourne to see my parents for the weekend and by the Sunday evening had convinced myself I would surely be scrubbed off the course on Monday. Eighty miles off track! Procedures allowed for the possibility that one could be up to 25 miles off, but never 80. After lunch on Monday, back at Sale, I was called to Max Prosser’s office. He told me the pilot’s pinpoint at Hay was wrong. We had not been at Hay. The pilot must have assumed the town he saw below us, on our ETA for Hay, was Hay. A reasonable assumption, but an incorrect one. A very painstaking replotting of our flight, backwards from Lake Boga, might reveal which town the pilot actually saw, but this was not something Max was prepared to do. I was still convinced I would be scrubbed so asked what mark he’d given me for the trip. ‘Eighty per cent,’ he said, ‘40% for the navigation, plus 40% for the recovery.’ I was saved. What a nice man Max was. We became neighbours in 1970 when he was the senior air-traffic-control officer at Point Cook, and he was still a very nice man.

I see from my logbook that almost all of our Lincoln flying was to practice bombing. I did only three (two day and one night) navigation exercises out of a total of 21 Lincoln flights. We learned our navigation in the Dakotas, in which I made 27 flights. Lincoln flying was noisy, uncomfortable and bumpy as it involved much turning and twisting as we went over and over the bombing range with up to half a dozen trainees on board taking it in turns to try to hit the targets. Some trainees, like Bob Timms, were excellent at bombing.34 We also did some medium-level air photography and some gunnery using the two guns in the front turret which also housed the bomb-aimer’s seat and the bombsight. I was pretty bad at gunnery too.

But my most-remembered Lincoln flight at Sale was the night navigation exercise on 17 July 1952. My instructor was Flight Lieutenant Bill Kerr and the flight was from Sale to Port Pirie in South Australia and back.35 I had the outwards section, into the normal winter westerly I guess because that leg took three hours and 40 minutes while the return took two hours and 50. The Lincoln had several features different from the Dakota, one being a distant-reading compass (DRC) rather than the very simple magnetic compass fixed just above the pilots’ eyes in the front of the Dakota’s cockpit. The DRC had a magnetic detector unit hanging from the roof way down the back of the fuselage where it was supposedly
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