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Entering the town of Carnarvon for the first time in early 

November 1965 was reminiscent of going into a film set of 

an early Western Movie, the red earth, the swing doors in the saloon and the verandas 

which adorned the Hotels and shops in the main street were redolent of that era, apart from the names over 

the shops like Wesfarmers, DalgettysΣ CƛǘȊΩǎ bŜǿǎŀƎŜƴǘǎ and Fongs. The main street was incredibly wide to 

accommodate bullock carts and camel trains turning round when the bales of wool were transported to 

Geraldton by this method. The mature lady librarian, whose mother had lived outside Carnarvon all her life 

said that when it was proposed to include her ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ name in a list of pioneers in the North West she had 

ŘŜŎƭƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƴƻǳǊ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ά²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ƛǎƻƭŀǘŜŘ here as the camel trains came through every few ǿŜŜƪǎέΣ. 

We had just driven the 300 hundred mile from Geraldton along a recently graded and surfaced road, this 

work was paid ŦƻǊ ōȅ b!{! ǘƻ ŜƴŀōƭŜ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¢ǊŀŎƪƛƴƎ {ǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜƴ ōŜƛƴƎ ōǳƛƭǘ ƻƴ .ǊƻǿƴΩǎ wŀƴƎŜ 

just outside Carnarvon, the road only had tarmac on a middle strip leaving sand and stones along the outer 

edges. These stones were an ever present danger when vehicles were passing as many a windshield was lost 

ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƎŀǾŜ ǊƛǎŜ ǘƻ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘ ōŜƛƴƎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ψ/Ǌȅǎǘŀƭ IƛƎƘǿŀȅΩΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ 

eighty mile stretch of the highway which was perfectly straight and monotonous to drive along and one had 

to be very alert to the dangers of falling asleep at the wheel. The only petrol station, called the Billabong, 

was situated halfway between Geraldton and Carnarvon. Just after the Billabong was a small faded sign 

saying Shark Bay was to the left. Seventy miles to the south of Carnarvon we 

had crossed over the dry river bed of the Wooramel, the wooden structure of 

this bridge was later washed away when Cyclone Elsie struck in 1967. 

What were we doing in ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴǎ ǘƘŜƴ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪ 

ǎǘǳƳǇΩΚ ²ŜƭƭΣ ƛƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ мфср L ƘŀŘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊŜŘ ŀƴ ŀŘǾŜǊǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦Y 9ƭŜŎǘǊƻƴƛŎǎ 

weekly asking for engineers and technicians to work at a NASA Tracking Station to be built in Carnarvon 

Western Australia. Being interested in the Space program and also having a very stressful job servicing the 

first generation of commercial computers to go on the market I decided to apply. I obtained a position as 

Digital Engineer working on the operation and maintenance of the tracking data processor and antenna 

positioning equipment on the newly designed Unified S Band equipment. This necessitated a trip to the 

States to attend a training course held at the Collins Radio factory in Dallas Texas. This was to be a three 

month course covering all aspects of the S Band system. At the end of the course we paid a visit to the 

Greenbelt Maryland centre to see the operations there. During the time I spent in Dallas my wife took 

driving lessons so that when we arrived in Carnarvon she could use the car freely, this turned out to be a 

wise decision.  So having flown from UK to Perth (it took 37 hours flying time in 

those days) stopping at Kuwait, skirting the east coast of India ς there was a 

war on at that time - and landing in Ceylon then on to Singapore. Going into 

Singapore we encountered a tropical thunderstorm, the plane was thrown 

around violently. I spotted that the door seal had gone and that water vapour 

was entering the cabin. I then called the stewardess ς who went as white as a 



sheet ς who then called the flight engineer; they then spent the rest of the flight jamming a cot mattress 

around the door. After landing it took around six hours to get ready for the next leg of the flight to Perth. 

This last leg was a perfect flight; we flew down the coast line of Western Australia and could even see the 

dust trails made by the Gascoigne Traders trucks going up the Coastal Highway.    We stayed in Perth whilst 

furniture and household effects were purchased for our new home in Carnarvon. 

 We called in at the Tracking Station in order to find out where we were going to 

be billeted, 4a West Street we were told and off we went to locate the house. We 

had all the essentials already sent up from Perth, beds table and chairs and a 

large refrigerator, our furniture and other personal effects shipped from the UK 

had arrived in a large crate which was unpacked later, it did not take long to 

settle in, make beds and a quick shopping excursion then blessed sleep. 

Next morning, after breakfast we went on the porch and discovered a young kangaroo hopping around in 

ǘƘŜ ΨƎŀǊŘŜƴΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŜŀǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅǎ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘΦ ²Ŝ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ǿŀƭƪ 

along the fascine, I was interested as to why the fascine was so called but no one seemed to be able to tell 

me but later digging into the origin showed that fascines were originally bundles of sticks tied together, 

hence the symbol of Fascism used by Mussolini. I presumed that bundles of sticks were put together to build 

the sea wall. It was possible to occasionally see sea snakes here in the water. 

Wesfarmers was the only food shop in the town and the range of goods was initially very limited and 

sometimes one had to wait for the frozen milk to come on the Gascoigne Traders truck on the next weekly 

delivery. We eventually found that the powdered full cream milk made up and put in the fridge overnight 

was much more satisfactory than the blue tinged frozen variety. The bread ςwhich was excellent - was 

provided by the local bakery with the delightful name of Memory and Shugg. 

One of the first trips we made was to an area 40 miles to the north of Carnarvon 

known as the Blows. This was an area of soft rock where the sea had worn holes 

into its structure and the resulting effect of the waves was to produce plumes of 

water spectacularly into the air.  There was an area of water protected by a reef 

in which one could bathe in comparative safety from sharks etc. We also went on 

ǘƘŜ ΨǊƻŀŘΩ ǘƻ DŀǎŎƻƛƎƴŜ WǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΤ ǘƘƛǎ ǊƻŀŘ Ǌŀƴ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŘǊȅ ǊƛǾŜǊ ōŜŘ ŀnd the plantations, past the ten 

ƳƛƭŜ ōǊƛŘƎŜΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ŀōƻǳǘ нл ƳƛƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀŎƪ ǿŜ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ŀ Ǉƻƻƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊ ƴŀƳŜŘ Ψ/ƘƛƴŀƳŀƴǎ tƻƻƭΩΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ 

possible to swim safely in the shallow water. 

Christmas 1965 was nearly upon us and we went to Geraldton to see what we could get for the boysΩ 

presents. Geraldton suddenly appeared to be a very large town; it even had a set of traffic lights which was 

civilisation indeed. I had purchased a Volkswagen Combi in Perth to cope with boys and luggage on the way 

to Carnarvon, this proved a very good purchase as we were able carry all sorts of 

things to do the journey in relative comfort. Even in the high temperatures 

experienced in that part of WA the vehicle seemed to keep cool mainly due, I 

think, to the fact that there were no sloping areas of glass on the vehicle. 

Christmas shopping over the real work began at the Tracking Station; a commissioning crew came over from 

the States and work for me started in earnest. Meanwhile Jean (my wife) and the boys settled down to 

coping with their new environment. We invited two of the Americans to Christmas day dinner, cooking a 

turkey in temperatures of nearly 100 degrees was a bit exhausting but the meal was a success.  



The house we were in suddenly turned into a disaster area, firstly, there were pigeons nesting in the roof 

space, I dislodged three nests by the simple expedient of sweeping them off the roofing boards into the 

garden, I think that this rather surprised the pigeons but it got them moved out. Secondly when turning the 

light on in the middle of the night we found that the kitchen was swarming with cockroaches. These were 

much more difficult to remove and eventually we moved to newly built house on Babbage Island Road which 

ǿŀǎ ŦǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǳƴǿŜƭŎƻƳŜ ƎǳŜǎǘǎΦ ²Ŝ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ΨƘǳƴǘǎƳŀƴΩ ǎǇƛŘŜǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘŜŘ ŀ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƻƴǘ 

door ς I think he kept any insects away for a considerable time. This spider was not harmful, unlike the 

ΨǊŜŘōŀŎƪǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜs inhabited the mail box. 

This house kept me busy in whatever spare time I had from the Tracking Station, the floors being made of 

Jarrah polished up wonderfully well. I had a load of clay soil dumped in the front 

of the house which we put over the sandy driveway in order to stabilise it. I 

borrowed an old roller made of an oil drum filled with concrete and together, 

myself and the boys with plenty of water sprinkled on the soil produced 

eventually a good solid surface. After this I got water on the knee which was 

pretty painful, the doctor wanted to give me drugs to reduce it but I refused and I eventually found a cure ς 

not recommended to everyone but it worked in my case. We were invited to a party during which I 

consumed large quantities of Port, this dehydrated me so much that the next 

morning the water had dispersed from my knee and I was back to normal. The front 

and back areas of the house were nearly pure sand and to try and give some 

semblance of a garden I obtained some buffalo grass cuttings and some gum trees 

from the river bank. With frequent watering during the year we eventually had the 

sand covered with greenery. Returning to see Carnarvon some 30 years later we 

found the gum trees were shading the front of the house ς as I intended and the grass still green. The town 

had changed beyond belief, the verandas had gone and the main street had a central reservation, gone was 

the compacted red earth. The town had the appearance of a prosperous tourist location.  

During this time work at the Tracking Station was proceeding and the systems were being put through their 

paces. When the night time winds were practically nonexistent then ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ Řƻ ΨǎǘŀǊ ǘǊŀŎƪǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

consisted of pointing the antenna at known stars, passing the antenna positioning information to Houston 

enabling us to correct our angle displays and to verify our geographical location. Two films were made over 

this period, one by NASA and one by the Collins Radio personnel; we have only succeeded in locating 

excerpts from one of them. 

The time came when the whole system needed to be tested. To do this NASA had several Super 

Constellation aircraft ς known affectionately ŀǎ Ψ/ƻƴƴƛŜǎΩ ς which were specially adapted to emulate the 

Apollo spacecraft. So our first task was to track the aircraft. We found that some information was not being 

downloaded correctly and I reversed a phase sensitive connection which cured the problem ς silly me this 

action seemed to upset the engineer in charge and I had to explain ς with drawings how a phase change 

occurred.  

We were now ready to do some serious work, one of the first tracks we undertook was to monitor the 

Saturn V1b booster rocket in Earth orbit ǘƻ ŀǎŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦǳŜƭ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƘŜƴ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭ ΨǳƭƭŀƎŜΩ ǊƻŎƪŜǘ ǿŀǎ 

fired, and this had the effect of moving the fuel toward the base ready to be reignited. The video obtained 

and later shown to us was very psychedelic to look at as the fuel moved in a weird motion. 


