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Introduction... 
 
I felt that I should put down some of my experiences on paper from a reasonably interesting and 
highly varied life.  Far and away the most interesting part of my life has been in the  30 years of my 
career as a field geologist.   
 
I was fortunate enough to stumble into a career which has enabled me to travel into many places in 
parts of the world which are not readily accessible to most other people.  
 
If I had the opportunity to start life again, I think that I would choose the same career.  I do not 
know of any other job which offers limitless travel often to remote areas with the opportunity to see 
landscapes and cultures which most other people would never see or only see as part of an 
"adventure tour" for which they would pay large amounts of money. 
 
While I did, I suppose "stumble" into geology, I have always had an interest in travel, maps. 
landscapes, archaeology, history and related subjects and I suppose exploration geology is one 
career which allows one to exploit these interests.  I have been frequently wet, muddy, cold, tired 
and occasionally in dangerous situations but I have rarely been bored with my job. 
 
I love to read stories of the pioneering explorers both ancient and modern.  While I do not in any 
way equate myself with them, I have frequently been into areas where it can be reasonably said 
that no one has trodden before.  In contrast to the true explorers, I have generally had the close 
support of an aircraft, boat or 4WD vehicle.  However, I have had enough experiences to feel at 
least some affinity with the true explorers.  
 

Portsmouth Polytechnic and Greenland 1966... 
 
We initially rented a one roomed flat in Portsmouth (Southsea) but after a few weeks bought a flat 
at Emsworth (2 The Greenway) which comprised a large upstairs living room with kitchen attached 
and a single bedroom with en suite bathroom.  Under the flat were four garages of which we owned 
three and were able to rent one or two to other people. 
 
 

 
2 The Greenway, Emsworth and....       Our transport 

 
I was a very keen student and studied geography, geology and botany at first,  I later dropped 
botany which I found very tedious.  An interesting character at this time was Dave Carter, one of 
the geography lecturers who tended to play up even more than the students on field trips.  I was so 
single minded at college that I did not make any close friends.  However, Brian Walton the Head of 
the Geology Department must have seen that I had a future as a geologist and managed to secure 
me a summer job with the Greenland Geological Survey as a geologist to work in West Greenland 
in the summer of 1967 (and also 1968).     
 
Prior to going to Greenland, I decided to have my teeth checked and one of the large molars was 
filled, a few hours later I had the most intense toothache and the next day I went back to the dentist 
who decided to remove the offending tooth. Later that night, I woke up choking with my mouth and 
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throat full of blood.  The socket was bleeding profusely and we had to wake our neighbour, a 
dentist called Bob Hitchcock who stemmed the bleeding.  We later became good friends with Bob 
and his future wife whose name escapes me. 
 
I travelled to Greenland with Mike Ryan, also a lecturer in the geology department.  We flew to 
Copenhagen for a meeting and then to Sondre Strom Fjord which is inside the Arctic Circle on the 
west coast of Greenland.  I think that we then flew in a large Sikorsky helicopter from SSF to the 
capital Gothaab with spectacular views of the the fiords and glaciers; this was after one previous 
attempt which was thwarted by whiteout conditions.  We then travelled by small ship (the 
Kununuaq) from Gothaab to Frederickshaab and ran into a severe storm,  I found that by propping 
myself in a sitting position, I could avoid sea-sickness.  We were on the ship for about one and half 
days and stopped at a few small towns on the way south.  The houses and public buildings were all 
made of wood and were quite colourful.  At every town, the entire population came to the wharf to 
see their family and friends on and off the ship. 
 
At Frederickshaab, we were met by two Bell 47J helicopters with Swiss-German pilots.  The senior 
pilot was very pleasant, the junior one was an arrogant prick who only thawed slightly when he 
discovered that I was a geologist not a field assistant.  We flew in tandem to the Survey base camp 
at the head of a fjord and after a short stay Mike and I left for his field area where I was to spend 
two weeks with him as an orientation exercise.  For the first week or so, the area was mainly 
covered in snow which thawed gradually.  The scenery was breathtaking.  After two weeks, I 
returned to base camp and met my field assistant - a stocky fair-haired Danish geology student. My 
field assistant probably knew as much or more geology than I did but I did not let this show.  
 

 
The geologists in the 1967 survey party at base camp near Frederickshaab – a mix of Danes, 

English, two Italians & one Swede (that’s me in the middle at the back) 
 
 
We flew out to my field area and set up our two tent camp under bad weather conditions in a 
boulder field.  For the next few days we had thick fog and I sat or lay in the tent in an agony of 
frustration since time was passing and I had not done any work in my own area of 250 square 
kilometres.  I was vaguely worried at night about polar bears which were in fact rare on the south 
west coast.  However, at night, the imagination takes over and I was sure that I could hear them 
outside the tent.  After a few days, I decided that we had to do something although the fog was just 
as bad and I decided to walk around a big lake on which we were camped.  The fog did not clear 
that day and we were quite lucky to locate the tents again.  In hindsight, it was a pointless and 
dangerous trip but it did relieve some of the frustration.  A day or two later, the fog lifted and we did 
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a marathon day's work starting at 8am and returning to camp at 9pm. I was really tired when we 
returned to camp but at least we had made a start.  
 

 
Flying to field camp – Greenland   Field camp - Greenland 

 

 
Camping in the snow    Spectacular geology 

 

 
Spectacular scenary and....    Another field camp 

 

 
Cod fishing at base camp and.......         Off to work 
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The stint in Greenland was for around three months, broken in the middle by a few days at base 
camp so that the field crews could get together and discuss results.  The scenery was spectacular 
with deep fjords and glaciers and the ever-present ice cap in the east. The mosquitoes were 
unbelievable and made a purgatory out of stopping to take measurements or to have a breather.  
We usually wore nets over our faces when we had lunch and made sure every centimetre of the 
body was covered either with clothes or repellent. The mosquitoes were large enough to "bite" 
through corduroy and my knees in particular, were covered in blisters from bites inflicted when we 
sat down.  At night, the mosquitoes became dormant and lined the ridge-pole of the tent but did not 
bite.  I got very sun-burnt, particularly behind the ears and on the nose by the sun reflected off the 
snow.  The only dangerous incident that I remember vividly was falling off a small cliff.  It was late 
in the afternoon and I was tired and careless.  I just missed my grip and fell backwards perhaps 
only 3 or 4 metres but at the time it felt like 30 metres.  As luck would have it, I landed mainly in a 
snow-drift but banged my knee severely on a rock and hobbled for the next few days. 
 
At the break at base camp, we ate fresh salmon every day and excellent food cooked by an 
attractive Danish woman.  I went fishing with a Swedish geologist in a small boat on the fjord and 
we caught large numbers of cod and plaice which were delicious when cooked fresh.   The fjords 
and streams of Greenland were usually inaccessible from the sea and had never been fished 
commercially and the numbers of fish were staggering. The large and abundant salmon at the base 
camp were caught by simply knocking the end out of an orange box and anchoring it in the stream, 
the salmon would swim in but be unable to turn around against the current to swim out again.  One 
geologist working near the coast told me that when he approached one stream, the salmon were so 
plentiful that they were jumping on to the banks when his shadow fell on the water. 
 
Apart from the brief visit to base camp in the middle of the season, I spent the three months with 
only one other human being, my field assistant, his name was Jens, I think.  When we needed to 
move, we called in the choppers by radio and they came and moved us and the camp.  The 
highlight of the chopper visits was the mail (mainly from Chris) which they brought, together with 
delicacies which we had ordered (in my case chocolate).  On one visit, there was no mail for me 
and I felt very low. 
 
At the end of the season, in early September, we had spectacular shows of the Aurora Borealis 
and stood outside in freezing conditions to watch them.  Since gale force winds were always a 
threat we always had to anchor the tents with huge rocks.  Occasionally, it would snow overnight 
and we would wake up in tents covered with a thick layer of snow. 
 
At the end of the trip, I returned to Portsmouth with Mike Ryan after waiting for a frustrating few 
days at Julianehaab? were the remains of Eric the Red's (the first Viking settler in Greenland)  10th 
Century farm could be seen on the other side of the fjord.  We stayed at the abandoned US base 
hospital which had been used for casualties from the Korean war (presumably to ensure that  the 
American public remained unaware  of the extent of the casualties which were similar in number to 
the Vietnam War) and still had a bowling alley etc. although in poor condition. We stopped at 
Keflavik airbase in Iceland and I bought an Islandic sweater for Chris.  I also sent a telegram to 
advise of my imminent return and arrived home some time before the telegram.  I returned to The 
Greenway armed with a bottle of champagne and a romantic evening was threatened by an 
insurance salesman who was given his marching orders fairly promptly. 
 
In my second year at Portsmouth Poly, I switched from geography to geology as my major subject 
and became the first student at Portsmouth to read geology as a major (actually a University of 
London external degree).  This was also inspired by Brian Walton to whom I owe a great deal.  
Since I had to do a science subject for one year, I elected to do zoology which was very difficult 
since everyone else in the class had studied it at school and I had not. The most difficult part was 
the practical work, dissecting worms, frogs, cockroaches, dogfish etc.  I had no aptitude for this. 
Anyway, I battled through and sat the zoology exams at the end of my second year.  The practical 
exam was at St Bartholomew's (Barts) hospital in London.  I went by train but a strike had caused 
all sorts of delays and I arrived at Barts about thirty minutes late.  I was also in desperate need of a 
piss made worse by being offered a cup of tea on arrival.  Fortunately, the examiners were 
sympathetic and arranged for me to have an extra half hour at the end (and a piss at the 
beginning).  I passed zoology and geography as minor subjects and went into the final year with 
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just geology to concentrate on.  One of my tutors was Andrew Rothstein a burly bearded  Russian-
born geologist (a Karl Marx lookalike) who took me under his wing and undoubtedly helped me to 
get a good Honours degree. 
 
I also went to Greenland at the end of my second year (the summer of 1968) and had a tall Danish 
medical student as a field assistant this time.  Brian Walton was mapping an adjoining field area 
and one afternoon we visited his camp and had an excellent dinner of curried corned beef and rice 
cooked by his Burl Ives-like field assistant (James --------?).  We walked back very late to our camp 
in semi-darkness since it was late in the season. 
 
In the middle of the three month field trip, we had a run of bad weather including gale force winds 
and rain.  Despite having the tents anchored down with large rocks, one side of the living tent lifted 
and the bedding and everything else got wet and it took a long time to dry out using the primus 
stoves.  The choppers could not reach us for a couple of weeks and we were reduced to eating 
corned beef two or three times each day. We had some ancient cans of the dreaded Arctic 
emergency rations called Pemmican as emergency rations but happily, we never had to resort to 
them. 
 
During my two seasons working for the Greenland Geological Survey, I went to Copenhagen 
several times where the Survey was based.  Copenhagen is a charming old-fashioned city and we 
stayed in a very pleasant guest-house and visited the Tivoli Gardens. 
 
We went on many field trips as part of the geology course at Portsmouth - to Hampshire, 
Dorsetshire, Shropshire, Cornwall and the Isle of Arran (in January, an unheated Arran guest-
house must be close to the coldest place on earth).  However, I grew to love the Dorsetshire 
coastline.   
 
We also checked out many Hampshire pubs during our three years in that County.  For most of the 
time there, we had a red Triumph Spitfire sports car and given the slightest hint of sunshine would 
drive with the roof down. 
 
 

Final Exams, Canada and Welkom 1969... 
 
I took my Final exams in May/June 1969 and I seem to remember that there were about thirty hours 
of theory and practical exams in all. I was quite confident since I had worked very hard for three 
years. Just before the first exam, I had a vaccination for smallpox and broke out in a rash and a 
fever, fortunately, this cleared before the exams started. 
 
In early 1969 I had had an interview with Larry Whiteside - a Consulting Geologist with the Anglo 
American Corporation of South Africa in London and he offered me a job with Anglo on the 
Welkom gold mines in South Africa at the generous salary of fifty pounds per week.  I immediately 
accepted although I had already been offered a summer job as Assistant Party Chief to a mapping 
team in southern Quebec for the Quebec Department of Natural Resources. 
 
I left fairly late for Quebec, in early June, because of exam commitments and travelled to Montreal 
by air with Chris.  After a few days she left for Vancouver on the CPR train and I left for the town of 
Havre St.Pierre where I was flown by Cessna float plane to the base camp.  A day or so after 
arriving at the base camp, I again came down with a fever and remained in bed for two days unable 
to eat, this was a second reaction to the smallpox jab. 
 
I spent the next two and a half months mapping in southern Quebec in magnificent coniferous  
forest with rivers and lakes.  We were a team of around 6 people including a half-crazy, ex-
alcoholic (i.e. typical) camp cook.  We had two coastal Indians (native Americans) as field 
assistants.  These two were immensely strong and in our frequent camp moves (portages) they 
sometimes carried twice as much as the Europeans.  During the camp moves, we carried 
everything in huge backpacks which must have weighed at least 40 kilos when packed.  On level 
open ground, it was not too bad but on narrow, steep tracks it was very tricky.  Much of the area 
was accessible by canoe and we spent much of the time working from canoes.  Southern Quebec 
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is notorious for its plagues of black-flies, cariboo flies, horse flies and mosquitoes.  We were all 
badly bitten and on some windless days, it took a lot of determination to leave the shelter of the 
tent. One of my traverses went down to the shore of the St.Lawrence estuary opposite Anticosti 
Island, and we spent the night in a fishing village (it could have been „Natashquan‟) where the 200 
odd inhabitants spoke only English and that with a West Country accent.  Apparently, their 
forebears had settled there in the last century and due to isolation had not really mixed with the 
inhabitants of other settlements. 
 
Our camps were supplied by a Beaver float plane and one pilot who apparently thought he was a 
"cool dude" seemed to be accident prone since every time he came to visit, he had some sort of 
disaster and we looked forward to his visits as a source of entertainment. One (or may be two) 
times he lost his expensive sunglasses in the lake when he looked down, another time he fell in the 
water when leaving his plane.  Finally, when we were unloading a full 200 litre (200kg) drum of fuel 
from his plane it slipped out of our grip and wrecked one of the floats.  This necessitated flying in a 
replacement float at great expense.  Generally, the pilots were very good although somewhat 
"gung ho" and were able to take large quantities of supplies inside the fuselage with a canoe 
strapped to a float. 
 

 
Field camp in southern Quebec 

 
A major problem in the camps were invasions by families of brown bears, this happened mainly 
when the camps were deserted and the bears were very destructive - tearing tents, clothes and 
biting into canned food.  We occasionally saw bears in the bush but they were more frightened of 
us than we were of them. 
 
We finished the field-work in early September and one of the Canadians (Jerry) and I who had 
formed a "team" had a ceremonial burning of our field clothes before leaving for Montreal.  Just 
before leaving camp, I received a letter from Brian Walton advising me that I had got an upper 
second class honours degree in geology.  I also had a telex from Anglo American asking when I 
could be available to start work for them. 
 
I travelled to Vancouver from Montreal by CPR train which took three days and nights and was a 
very scenic trip.  I then spent two weeks with Chris, Aunt Lil, Beryl, Geoff and Dena in Vancouver 
before returning to Portsmouth.  We sold our flat in Emsworth, spent a few days in Southport and 
then flew to Johannesburg on a South African Airways Boeing 707. 
 
We stayed in a posh hotel in Johannesburg and visited the Anglo American office in Main Street.  
We were taken by a senior AAC manager - Toby Antrobus to the Golf Club in Johannesburg for 
lunch and were very impressed.  We then flew to the goldfields town of Welkom in a DC3 aircraft, 
the flight was very bumpy and Chris was sick.   
 
We stayed at the Golden Orange Hotel in Welkom for about two weeks and I was introduced to my 
colleagues at President Steyn Gold Mine - John Sims, Phil Reeves, Valerio Baldini and Paolo 
Sciacca.  Sims was the Chief Geologist on the mine and an inveterate "stirrer" and player of 
practical jokes.  His target at that time was Phil Reeves whose enthusiasm for sports (like most of 
us) was not really matched by his prowess. Sims composed poems and made a little "trophy" to 
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commemorate Phil's golfing efforts.  He caught me once or twice as well.  The problem was that his 
tricks were were always close to reality and if you fell for them, it caused him endless amusement 
while you (the victim) could hardly see the joke.   
 
In an ironic twist, I introduced John Sims to golf and he became hooked (excuse the pun) and from 
then on golf jokes were out.  I was already a keen golfer and the Oppenheimer Golf Club at 
Welkom was every golfers dream.  It was of championship quality and because it was built and run 
by Anglo it cost the staff next to nothing to be a member.  We had black caddies who cost about $1 
per round.  I played two or occasionally three times a week - my most frequent partners were Phil, 
Tony Knowles and John Sims. I also often partnered Keith Bell (the Consulting Geologist and the 
boss of the Anglo geologists).  Keith was irascible with a taste for brandy and dry ginger and 
eventually died of cirrosis of the liver.  We had an endless series of light-hearted "grudge" matches 
between permutations of the five of us.  At golf, Sims had the luck of the devil and in one of the 
matches, after two or three miscued shots off the tee and into the trees, he holed a two iron from 
180 yards out when his "team" was well and truly out of it to win the match and the money, much to 
the opposition's disgust. 
 

 
Our first home in Welkom 

 
My other game in Welkom was squash and Tony Knowles and I became regular partners and 
played two or three times a week.  I had a number of other regular partners also and played some 
league squash at a lowly "C" level.  I do remember playing the club championships against a „B‟ 
grade player and I won the first set 9-0.  However, in the second set after I was up by a couple of 
points he started to complain continuously about the ball and having lost concentration, I went on to 
lose the next two sets.  This was my first experience of being on the receiving end of the ignoble 
art of gamesmanship. 
 
Other friends in Welkom were Owen and Helen Bavinton, Glad and Les Esling, Mike and Glynis 
Lachlin, Graham and Aileen Walker.  Parties were a regular event on a Saturday night and on 
Sunday morning, we played squash as a penance for the previous night's excesses. 
 
We acquired a (mainly) labrador dog called "Jenny" from the manager of the Golden Orange Hotel.  
A day or so after we acquired her we took her by car to the Lachlin's house which was in a different 
suburb to our own and next day while we were at work she found her way to the Lachlin's house 
although it was two kilometres away and involving several changes of direction. How she did it I do 
not know.  Jenny had a penchant for "retrieving" other peoples' property and bowls of food, 
chickens, ladies tights and a watch appeared at various times on the front lawn for all to see. 
 
We also had several cats, the most notable of which was "grey Tom" a very independant soul who 
was eventually run over by a car.  At a dinner party at home one Saturday night one of the female 
cats had kittens with Graham Walker acting as "midwife". 
 
The Knowles (Tony and Pam) lived across the road, we played bridge with them often.  Tony had a 
much-loved 16 year-old African grey parrot with a male name which he claimed was his only ally in 
a house full of females.  When he was on leave, he left the parrot with Phil and Barbara Reeves.  
In Tony's absence the parrot became traumatised and went into what appeared to be convulsions.  



 9 

Phil phoned the vet to describe the symptoms and just then, the parrot laid an egg for the first time 
in her life leaving Tony as the lone male in the Knowles‟ household. 
 
We had a regular weekly game of Canasta with the Reeves usually on a Saturday night after golf.  
Several years later Phil Reeves tragically died in a car accident in Angola.   
 
Tony and I became brewers of beer in large quantities but unfortunately, it was at best barely 
drinkable and we could never offer it to guests. 
 
The two cars we had in Welkom were both "heaps", the first one was a newish, red-coloured 
Volkswagen Fastback which was a mechanical disaster and the second was an old blue Ford 
Taunus station-wagon.  I left a can of red spray paint in the back of the station-wagon in the hot 
sun one Sunday and it exploded, spraying red paint liberally over the inside of the car and the paint 
set hard immediately.  It added character to the car which had few other redeeming features. 
 
I have many memories of working in the largest gold mines in the world but the most enduring (but 
not endearing) memory was working on the President Steyn Number 4 Shaft when it was being 
sunk.  It was, at that time (and may still be) , the largest mine shaft in the world, 7,800 feet deep 
and 36 feet in diameter.  During the drilling shift there were 25 jack hammers working at once with 
a crew of more than 50 Basuto drillers all competing for space on the floor of a 36  foot diameter 
shaft and stumbling around on a very uneven floor in waist-deep water. The volume of noise was 
unbelievable.  Even with ear protectors, I came up half deaf. I was going down the shaft two or 
three times a day, sometimes in the early hours of the morning for about three months. 
 
Working on the mines was physically quite hard, the working places were very hot and I sometimes 
walked up 1,200 vertical feet of ladderways to the cages to get out of the mine.  Since I was also 
playing squash twice weekly and golf once or twice weekly, I was very fit. 
 
Mike Riley and his wife Jeannie had moved to South Africa, Mike was a pilot and they lived in 
Germiston.  We saw them quite often and had a week with them in the Eastern Transvaal.  Mike 
and Jeannie later got divorced and a year or so later Mike died in a flying accident (flew into a 
mountain). Jeannie stayed in Johannesburg and later died of cancer, unfortunately after we had 
lost touch with her. 
 
 

South Africa Continued 1971... 
 
Stephen was born in 1971 and we went on several holidays along with Stephen.  One was in 
Kimberley for a weekend with the Bavintons to look at the „big hole‟ and the diamonds.  The second 
was with the Knowles in Maseru in Lesotho. We went for a gambling weekend.  Tony and I had a 
system which helped us to preserve our limited funds for the two days but in the end as always, the 
casino won. 
 
At the end of our first three year stint in Welkom, we returned to the UK.  I was fitter than ever 
before (or since) in my life. Underground work was quite tough and I was playing squash several 
times each week and golf at weekends. 
 
We decided to team up with the Lachlins for our return to the UK and took the Orange "Express"  
steam train from Bloemfontein to Cape Town with Stephen crawling on the floor of the train and 
getting covered in soot.  We stayed for a week in a very grotty and damp apartment in Cape Town 
and hired (by our standards) a very fancy car for the week.  We all travelled from Cape Town to 
Southampton on the Union Castle liner - the Windsor Castle - on pretty well its final journey.  It was 
a wonderful trip made even more memorable by a "rebel" English table waiter who if we were a few 
minutes late complained that he had "cobwebs on his hands" and once when we ordered fish, he 
said in a loud voice "don't „ave the fish, it reeks". 
 
We arrived in Southampton to be greeted by a luggage-handlers strike (welcome home!) and by 
Bob Hitchcock (our dentist friend from Emsworth).  We stayed with the Hitchcocks for a few days 
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and I was fleetingly jealous of Bob with his expensive car and nice house and settled lifestyle, this 
feeling soon passed, however. 
 
We spend the rest of the holiday in Southport, apart from a few days in London with the Bavintons.  
Owen was at this time at Imperial College studying for his Masters Degree.  I looked for jobs in the 
UK and we had also written to many companies in Canada. However, there was nothing suitable 
and in any case we felt somewhat restricted in England and were quite glad to return to South 
Africa after a three month break.  
 
We remained in South Africa for about eighteen months more and then, after help from Owen I 
secured a job with WMC in Western Australia.  This caused some heartache for Chris since her 
parents were due to come to South Africa about the time we were due to leave.  My parents had 
already spent time with us in South Africa and in Swaziland which made the situation worse. 
 
 

Off to Oz 1974... 
 
Since WMC were paying all removal costs, we decided to take as many of our personal 
possessions to Australia as we reasonably could, including our recently acquired Rover 3500.  We 
travelled on the Lloyd Triestino ship Galileo Gallilei on its final trip to Australia.  It had originated in 
Trieste and was full of Italian immigrants on their way to Melbourne, most of whom could not speak 
English.  The trip was the opposite of that in the Windsor Castle.  The food was poor, the weather 
was bad, the facilities were non existent especially for Stephen and David who were 2.5 years and 
11 months, respectively. 
 
We arrived in Fremantle to be met to our infinite pleasure by the Bavos who were waiting on the 
wharf.  There was a also a port strike at Fremantle and it looked as if our possessions were going 
to end up with the Italian immigrants in Melbourne at one stage, but the car was finally unshipped.  
We then had to complete all the customs formalities to clear the car and register it which with 
Owen's help we did in record time.  We stayed at the Red Castle Motor Inn in Perth which was 
quite upmarket.  The first night we had dinner with the Bavos at "King Arthur's Table" and Owen 
and I had to borrow ties off the management before they would let us in. 
 
After a few days, we all drove to Kalgoorlie to meet Roy Woodall, at that time the Chief Geologist 
and Exploration Manager for Western Mining.  We spent more than one week in Kalgoorlie visiting 
the various operations and some field projects and then drove to Leonora and Wiluna in the Rover 
under quite boggy conditions and arrived at our new home in Meekatharra after a couple of days. 
Since we had been prepared for the worst, Meekatharra turned out to be not too bad.  Western 
Mining had quite a large organisation there and I started fieldwork with virtually no experience and 
was thrown in the deep end, taking over a number of projects which had been managed by a 
Canadian geologist who was returning to Canada. I had very little idea what I was doing for a while 
but eventually worked it all out and since I was working essentially without supervision, I was 
happy.  I saw few redeeming features in the Meekatharra area which was dry, dusty, generally 
unscenic and relentlessly hot for most of the year.  Interestingly, in the spring of 1974 (our first year 
in Meekatharra) they had the wettest weather in memory and the Murchison and Eastern Goldfields 
were flooded for many weeks and one intrepid individual was reputed to have kayaked from 
Leonora to Kalgoorlie on a continuous temporary lake. 
 
Living on my own out of the back of a Landcruiser became second nature.  There were few 
outstanding incidents in the work in the Murchison, which is quite a monotonous place to work.  
However I remember one evening after sunset when camping on Youanmi Station being startled by 
a loud screeching of cats and took my torch in the direction of the sound and illuminated a tree full 
of feral cats some of which were quite large.  After throwing a few rocks, I dispersed the cats and 
there was no more noise.  I have always thought of cats as solitary animals and was surprised to 
see  half a dozen or more together. 
 
During the first few months of fieldwork in WA, I learned the arts of repairing and changing split-rim 
tyres and getting vehicles out of "bogs".  I was very hard on vehicles in the first year or so but after 
that learned to look after my vehicle and, in fact, I never had to walk out of any area due to vehicle 
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breakdown.  I had a couple of close shaves mainly with flat batteries and on one occasion, both 
rear engine mountings broke and left the engine supported only on the sump plate.  
Embarrassingly I was trespassing on a Newmont Mineral Claim at the time on a clandestine visit to 
look at a prospect that they were drilling.  I had to jack the engine back up and tie it in with fence 
wire before I could make my escape.  On another occasion, the batteries shifted and shorted along 
one of the brackets which was glowing red hot.  The batteries caught fire and the fire extinguisher 
did not work.  I put the fire out with sand and there was just enough of one battery left to start the 
engine. 
 
As a field geologist, Australia is one of the easiest countries in the world to work in. The terrain is 
gentle in most areas apart from some parts of  eastern Australia and western Tasmania.  The main 
problems are the bush flies which make some days a purgatory and the extreme heat and lack of 
water in summer.  There is nothing one can do about flies and heat but given a reasonable degree 
of organisation, the remoteness and lack of water should not be a problem. 
 
Having said that some incidents do stay in my mind.  We went to look at a gold prospect near 
Wyloo Station in the Gascoigne region of W.A. in December or January.  After a journey 
complicated by the failure of a magneto in our light aircraft, we arrived in our field camp in 
temperatures which ranged into the high 40‟s (110 degrees plus).  We made the mistake of 
working through the heat of the day – up & down ironstone ridges - through shortage of time.  That 
evening I went down from heat-stroke.  I couldn‟t stand up & the big muscles in my back & thighs 
went into spasm – altogether a really unpleasant experience & never to be repeated. 
 
The Chief Geologist from one of the American mining companies was killed near Meekatharra 
around this time after his Landcruiser rolled.  He wasn‟t located for several days & the message 
was posted at our base “keep your radio scheds – let us get to you before the crows do...”     Also 
around this time a field assistant from Newmont died of thirst after losing his bearings in the 
Ashburton region. 
 
Keeping radio scheds was a hit & miss affair due to the immense distances involved & the limited 
range of our HF radios which relied on ideal atmospheric conditions.  I went on several wild goose 
chases looking for geologists who hadn‟t called in because of technical problems.  One geologist 
got injured while trying to keep a radio sched.  His ariel base was fitted on the roof of his 
landcruiser & when fitting his whip ariel, he fell off and broke his leg in the fall. 

 

 

Moves Towards Civilisation 1976... 
 
After about 18 months, we managed to persuade WMC that we should move the base to 
Geraldton.  By this time the Murchison base had been reduced to a handful of people and I was the 
officer-in-charge.  
 
We bought 38 Dorothy Street as our third house (although it was the sixth house we had lived in 
since we got married). I started a major remodelling programme on the house, including knocking 
through a wall between the lounge and dining room and enclosing a veranda.  We spent the next 
two years in Geraldton but I was not really happy living there.  My responsibilities included all of 
northern Western Australia excluding the Kimberley and managed the bases at Geraldton and 
Wittenoom with a minimum of staff which suited me very well since at that time I did not really enjoy 
managing people.   
 
The highlight at this time was working in the Great Sandy Desert which was pioneering stuff.  
Myself and a field assistant (Ned Wilkinson) would head off into the desert in two Landcruisers and 
had to carry all the essentials for survival (principally water). The desert in winter is a striking place 
with a host of flowering shrubs.  The sief dunes run in a west north west direction parallel to each 
other only a few hundred metres apart for many kilometres and if you want to travel north or south 
you have to cross them often.  At the lowest place they are often ten to twenty metres high. 
Crossing dunes involves driving to the base of the neighbouring dune, charging across the swale 
and over the top of the dune at high speed trying not to become airborne.  The trick was not to get 
stuck at the top because if the exhaust pipe came to rest in a spinifex clump it would often set fire 
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to the spinifex with disastrous consequences.  One had to walk up first to ensure that there were 
no "ant-traps" at the top -  depressions large enough to trap a vehicle permanently.  We had 
several vehicles catch fire after setting fire to the spinifex but managed to salvage them.  Near 
Telfer gold mine there used to be a burnt-out Avis Landcruiser on top of a dune where the driver 
could not put out the fire. 
 
There is a surprising amount of wildlife in the desert.  At night, we would often take powerful 
torches and walk around the dunes which would be alive with small mammals and reptiles.  When 
we looked at our tracks next day, we would see that we had been occasionally stalked by dingoes.  
There was quite a large pack of dingoes at one camp near a water-hole in the Lamil Hills and they 
would howl like coyotes at night. I could never work out what they lived on.  At one camp, we had a 
fox which raided the camp and inevitably became known as Rommel (the desert fox).  My field 
assistant, Ned Wilkinson declared war on this fox and aided and abetted by a couple of the 
geologists set a series of intricate and ingenious traps for the fox involving deep pits and snares 
weighted by suspended Landcruiser wheels.  The fox was more than equal to the challenge and 
Ned finally resorted to blasting away with his .22 rifle, once right next to my ear while I was 
sleeping in my tent at around 5am.  The fox lived to fight another day and eventually a truce was 
declared.   On a subsequent trip to the same area some months later, I was amused to see the fox 
sitting near our old camp site almost as if it was waiting for us to return for the next series of wit-
pitting entertainments.   
 
We made a number of long journeys by Landcruiser to remote areas such as Lake Waucarlycarly, 
the Muttabarty Hills and the Gregory & Rudall Ranges to the west and south of Telfer.  It seemed 
like pioneering stuff at the time but was nothing compared with the expeditions of Sturt, Leichardt, 
Gibson etc. who set out with only camels or horses and without any idea what was ahead of them 
and those who survived did so by sheer determination. 
 
We went to Lake Waucarlycarly specifically to look for tectites (silica globules melted and thrown 
up from meteorite impacts) but found instead of a salt lake a large clay pan with no tectites.  The 
caves to the north of the area where we were working were adorned with ancient aboriginal 
paintings.  But I have to confess these held little interest to me.  I have probably only seen the 
worst side of Aboriginal "culture" through time spent in Meekatharra, Wiluna and Roebourne but I 
cannot help but compare it unfavourably with cultures which I have been associated with in other 
parts of the world. 
 
There was an enormous range of colourful lizards in the desert which in winter hibernated in hollow 
trees and were very easy to collect.  I used to bring home a few each time for the boys.  The most 
unusual were the thorny devils (Moloch Horridus) and once I brought home a pregnant female by 
mistake and she laid eggs which failed to hatch. I always took the lizards back to the desert or 
donated them to the zoo. 
 
One other incident stays in my mind.  I was carrying out a magnetometer survey in the desert – up 
& down the sief dunes & across the swales - when in the distance I saw a very large, ornery-
looking bull camel, on its own, right on my traverse line: I had to do a long box-traverse, around and 
well clear of the bull camel which looked as if it was not about share its territory with anyone.  
Discretion was the better part of valour. 
 
 

Perth 1978.. 
 
By this time we had moved from Geraldton to Perth as part of my long term campaign to live in a 
more cultured place.  
 
We bought an old cottage at 16 Aboyne Road in Gooseberry Hill which was only just fit for 
habitation, the appeal being the large block which the cottage was on.  Weekends for next two 
years were largely devoted to extending and renovating this cottage which was eventually 
transformed into a very attractive and quite large house.  I learned a great deal about building 
during this period 
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  16 Aboyne Road – post renos. 

. 
 
In 1979, I changed my role in WMC to a gold specialist and I was given a trip to Canada, the US 
and South America to visit some of the larger gold mines.  One place which stays in my mind, is 
the area around Lead in South Dakota the site of the (preserved) Wild West town of Deadwood of 
Wild Bill Hickok, Calamity Jane, Doc Holliday  and Boot Hill fame.  The Black Hills in winter are 
magnificent and this is also the area of Mount Rushmore with the four US presidents carved in a 
granite mountain.   
 
I travelled first class all the way and have to admit to enjoying nearly every minute of the trip which 
was marred briefly by an acute attack of "Montezuma's revenge" in Belo Horizonte in central Brazil 
on the night before an underground mine visit. 
 
I spend a day in Rio and walked along Copacabana beach and watched the organised games of 
beach football.  Because I carried a camera, I was identified as a tourist and pestered by touts, I 
finally escaped into the nearest hotel and went back to the airport without having a particularly 
good impression of Rio. 
 
 

Melbourne, Freeport 1981.... 
 
In January 1981, we moved to Melbourne and rented houses for about 18 months before buying 80 
Old Eltham Road, which was just within our means at that time.  After about three months with 
WMC in Preston, I changed my allegiance to Freeport which was managed by Bruce Walsham.  
This involved a salary increase of around 30% and a staff of about 6-8 geologists initially.  Bruce 
and I never really hit it off.  I could not accept his freewheeling style of doing business and his 
association with people at the fringes of the industry whom I never quite trusted.  However, I 
enjoyed my seven years with Freeport and had several trips to the US. 
 
I still clearly remember my first day with Freeport when I moved into my new office on the 22nd 
floor of 360 Collins Street.  It was a very large and luxurious corner office and I felt that I had 
"arrived". 
 
I count my time at Freeport as a great learning experience.  While WMC may have been near the 
pinnacle of technical excellence in mineral exploration, most of the geologists tended to be 
distanced from the business world.  At Freeport, I had near-daily contact with the business side of 
the industry and learned a great deal of the workings of the Stock Market especially when we 
floated an Australian subsidiary of Freeport. 
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Adventures in North Queensland and PNG 1985.... 
 
At around this time, I did what was planned to be a routine field trip to north Queensland and four of 
us went out in two vehicles, a Land Cruiser and a Hi-Lux.  We had to cross the Mitchell River to get 
to the field area.  The river was well and truly in flood.  The project geologist (one John Stockley) 
thought that we could get across with the vehicles, much against my better judgement, I finally 
agreed.  JS thought it would be a good idea to rope the lighter Hi-Lux to the back of the Land 
Cruiser.  When we got halfway across the river we looked behind and the Hi-Lux was floating.  It 
was swept off the causeway and the Land Cruiser was dragged partially off.  The Hi-Lux 
disappeared under the water (except for the roof) and the Land Cruiser was half under water.  JS 
and his field assistant managed to get back across the river with a winch rope and we eventually 
winched both vehicles out of the river.  The Hi-Lux was hired from Avis and they were highly 
unimpressed to get their vehicle back in a waterlogged state. 
 

 
Camping in North Queensland – this was the Landcruiser which “drowned” in the Mitchell River 

 
The Landcruiser in the picture above demonstrated its power when we pull-started a large 
Kenworth truck whose battery was flat, on a dirt road somewhere in North Queensland. 
 
On another occasion in North Queensland, in summer, we hired a small Suzuki 4WD vehicle with a 
canvas top this acted as vacuum cleaner as we drove along sucking in clouds of fine dust as we 
drove from Cooktown to the field area.  On the return journey, we had a flat rear tyre and 
discovered that we had no wheel wrench. We had a plane to catch in Cooktown and drove back 
through the bush for 20 kilometres on the flat tyre, which surprisingly remained intact, I suppose 
due to the light weight of the car.   
 
On another trip to North Queensland, we took a helicopter from Cooktown to Weipa and then 
across to a place named Bolt Head on the east coast of Cape York.  After we had looked at the 
prospect, we flew by chopper down the east coast of Cape York at low altitude and were amazed 
at the numbers of turtles, sharks and crocodiles in the shallow and clear water.  When we reached 
Cooktown, the chopper died on us and the pilot noticed a Beechcraft Baron in his company's 
colours at Cooktown airstrip.  He could not contact the pilot so we "hijacked" the Baron back to 
Cairns.  We often wondered afterwards what the Baron pilot thought as he heard his plane 
disappearing into the distance, although it was all cleared up next day apparently. 
 
The same chopper caused us problems a couple of weeks later.  It was an Aerospatiale Squirrel, 
coloured lemon, which the pilot described as being an appropriate colour for the machine.  We had 
gone to Chillagoe in North Queensland with a senior Freeport manager from the US and were 
returning to Cairns when the machine started backfiring.  We had been flying over rugged country 
up until that time and, as luck would have it, we had just reached an area of small tobacco farms.  
We went for an emergency landing which fortunately was very soft.  The farmer had heard us 



 15 

coming and had wisely turned off the overhead power lines which was quick thinking and we all 
emerged unscathed.  I was impressed by everyone's calmness.  The other local Freeport geologist 
in the back of the chopper enquired politely of the pilot when we touched down "what do we do 
now, run, or what".  We all got out in orderly fashion.  We were eventually flown back to Cairns in a 
twin-engined Baron with a pilot sporting a „beans means fartz‟ tea shirt. 
 

 The appropriately (lemon) coloured Squirrel 

 
In addition to my various responsibilities in Australia, I also started to work in Papua New Guinea 
and the Solomon Islands, plus a little work in Fiji.  My first lengthy job in PNG was a sampling 
programme on Bagabag Island in the Bismark Island Arc of West New Britain.  Bagabag Island is a 
classical coral island.  It is an old volcano about 8 kilometres in diameter with a central crater and a 
fringing coral reef.  I spent one week in a small boat cruising around the island and stopping off at 
each stream where it entered the sea.  The sea inside the reef was crystal clear and you could see 
the bottom even at 6 metres depth. As I have often felt in my job, people normally pay large 
amounts of money for doing this and here I am getting well paid for it. Fortunately, we found no 
evidence of a commercial mineral deposit. The last thing the islanders needed was a great hole in 
the middle of their island (other than the volcanic crater that is). 
 

 
 

Negotiating access to exploration areas in PNG 
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Stream sediment sampling Bagabag Island, PNG 

 

 
Stream sampling – Mount Andewa, West New Britain, PNG 

 
 
I had a number of contract geologists working for me in PNG, especially in West New Britain in the 
early days of 1985/6.  There was only one serious accident.  This occurred when a geologist (Mike 
Harris) was approaching a helicopter which had landed high up on some rocks in a creek bed to 
pick him and his field assistant up. The pilot beckoned him over and as Mike approached the 
machine it slipped off the rocks and as the pilot tried to lift off, the tail rotor struck the rocks and the 
machine flipped over and disintegrated.  Pieces of rotor flew everwhere and one opened up a large 
wound in Mike's back.   He had to spend a very painful night in the bush until a second machine 
could be brought in from Rabaul to medivac him out to Lae Base Hospital where predictably the 
wound became infected.  He was then transported to Cairns Base Hospital where the wound 
cleared up.   
 
The second contract geologist working on that job had a near-miss when a large hornbill crashed 
through the perspex of the chopper on to his lap in a welter of blood and feathers. The third  
contract geologist working for me on the same programme (and who had come to Mike's aid) was 
not so lucky.  He was killed in a helicopter accident near Mt.Hagen a few weeks later when working 
for CRA (I think).   
 
Flying in PNG whether in helicopters or fixed wing aircraft was very dangerous.  On more than one 
occasion we found ourselves being pressed into the tree-tops by rapidly descending cloud and 
breathing sighs of relief when a hole in the cloud appeared.  In just one year, Pacific Helicopters, 
our major contractor had five or six helicopters written off in accidents. 
 
There were often problems working with the local people.  They do not have the same sense of 
responsibility as ourselves. On one occasion, we were sampling by helicopter in an area to the 
north of Madang and as the coastal highway ran along the northern side of our area, I decided to 
hire a utility truck and send it along the highway with drums of fuel for the chopper.  I asked a local 
expat. businessman to recommend a driver and had one recommended to me.  We had hired a 
brand new 4WD ute from Avis.  The first day's sampling went reasonably smoothly and we returned 
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that night to Madang.  As we flew over the coastal highway, we could see from the air that a crowd 
had gathered around an overturned vehicle, we made some comment about it and waited at the 
airstrip in Madang for our vehicle to arrive.  It finally limped in at about 7pm.  The roof was crushed 
in and the vehicle was a write-off.  It transpired that our driver, overcome with the pride of driving a 
new vehicle had showed it off to his mates and got drunk and rolled it on the way back to Madang 
and the overturned vehicle we had seen from the air was in fact ours.  Our driver was overcome 
with remorse (no doubt partially due to a hangover).  As compensation next day he gave me a 
walking stick carved into a snake made out a light-coloured but very heavy and hard wood which I 
still have.  
I 
 

The “highjacked” helicopter 
 
PNG and the Solomons are physically a very tough part of the world. Much of our work supported 
by helicopter.  On one occasion, in the town of Menyamya in the Central Highlands of PNG, a 
couple of locals after a night on the grog got into the helicopter and after much pushing and 
switching of various knobs and switches, managed to get the turbine to light which happened with 
a loud bang no doubt accompanied by a couple of  brown stains on the seats.  The result was a 
burnt rear end of the turbine and we had to fly in a replacement rear end at significant expense. 
 
We stayed in a house in Menyamya for a few nights & it had a resident green tree python in the 
bathroom which had the disconcerting habit of wrapping itself around the toilet bowl.  Finally, we 
flew it by chopper up to the top of the nearest hill to keep it out of the clutches of the locals where it 
would have ended up as supper. 
 

 The offending snake after release into the wild 
 
I worked for several years on and off in West New Britain.  One project was in an extinct volcanic 
crater forming a mountain named Mt. Andewa.  I saw my first wild cassowary (or was it an emu?) 
there.  On one traverse along a ridge, I was encouraged by my team of local field assistants to walk 
ahead of them.  I thought that they were being polite.  However, I was intrigued by a series of small 
fires which were burning by the side of the walking track in a supposedly deserted area.  It turned 



 18 

out that the fires were being lit by the "bush people" a tribe of nomads who regarded Mt.Andewa as 
being their hunting grounds and were warning my field assistants that they were trespassing.  The 
trespassers thought that they would get speared if they walked ahead. 
 
We had most of a whole village working for us at Mt.Andewa and they brought along their own 
hunters with long spears and dogs.  They killed wallabies and pigs.  One morning, they killed a pig 
on the way to the traverse and lit a fire in a pit and threw the pig into it and covered it up with soil.  
On the way back to camp that evening, they dug up the (partially) cooked pig and butchered it. 
They offered a piece to me still covered in charcoaled bristles. I pretented to eat it but managed to 
discretely throw most of it away thus avoiding ingesting the inevitable tapeworm cysts. 
 
There are many active volcanoes in West New Britain and we did a number of unforgettable trips at 
low altitude over most of them.  One dormant volcano had a crater lake which was full of large 
crocodiles.  The lake was 1,000 metres above sea level and about 12 kilometres from the sea.  The 
only access was via a mountain stream. It is difficult to imagine how the crocodiles arrived in the 
lake. 
 
One day when we were in camp at Mt.Andewa, we heard a loud rumbling in the distance which 
appeared to come right through the camp and then disappear into the distance. It was a Force 7 
earthquake which caused huge landslips in many places. 
 

 
Field camp at Mount Andewa 

 
 
There were a few other incidents in PNG which I recall clearly.  I was always very anxious that the 
field crews were picked up safely at the end of the day.  Fortunately, no one ever got left out at 
night apart from me.  One day during a helicopter-supported sampling programme, I was dropped 
off over a ridge at around 6,000 feet on the side of an extinct volcano at 10 o'clock in the morning.  
About an hour later, the cloud descended and the rain started.  For once in my life, I had no 
survival gear (thermal blanket etc).  My PNG field assistant and myself built bush shelters and a 
local tribesman came by and lit a fire using a sort of bow and some bark.  As soon as the rain 
started he departed and we spent a very unpleasant cold and wet night in torrential rain. The 
chopper finally returned next day at around 7.30am as soon as the cloud lifted. 
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On another occasion, after being dropped by helicopter, I did a traverse along a ridge and then 
down a spur into a steep creek.  As often happens in PNG, as I walked down the creek, I got into a 
series of waterfalls and decided to climb out of the creek before I got stranded between waterfalls.  
I climbed up a steep spur and got into an area of near-impenetratable timber and undergrowth 
which got worse and worse finally degenerating into what appeared to be an endless succession of 
deadfall trees where a local whirlwind must have gone through.  I found myself climbing along and 
through huge fallen trees which were overgrown with vines.  I chopped and chopped with my bush-
knife for maybe two hours usually perched on tree trunks, several metres above the ground.  I 
could not see more than a few feet in any direction and knew if I did not find a way out, no one 
would find me.  I heard the chopper take off and circle above me. I tried to communicate on my 
radio but it had "gone on the blink". I had to force myself to stay calm and keep chopping away, at 
the same time taking innumerable compass bearings since a major danger in that situation is to go 
around in circles.  Eventually, I found myself in the clear.  I was exhausted but finally made it back 
to a rendevous point with the chopper. 
 
On another occasion, when we were staying in the town of Aseki, we were shown the mummified 
remains of four warriors who had been killed in battle some 40 years earlier.  We could still see the 
axe and spear wounds which had killed them. 
 

 
 
 
One Sunday afternoon in the Highlands town of Aseki, a local soccer competition was staged with 
teams coming from all over the area. There was a large and vocal crowd and the tackling was 
fierce. Inevitably, one of the players had his leg broken in a tackle (we could hear it break), this 
started a riot and a series of running fights among the crowd which was eventually dispersed by a 
police sergeant firing his gun in the air. 
 
On another occasion when flying back in our chopper to the Aseki airstrip which is in a steep 
valley, we had a near head-on collision with a single-engine Cessna 206 which had just taken off 
from the airstrip.  We took violent evasive action and our pilot cursed the Cessna pilot for not 
advising his take-off.  In fact he had, which I heard clearly over the radio but our pilot hadn‟t been 
concentrating.  
 
One of the problems in PNG was to try to stay healthy, wounds became infected very quickly and 
since we were working in streams and in the bush constantly, even small cuts became infected and 
would not heal until one returned to Australia.  We all suffered from strange fevers and I remember 
on two occasions, I had all the symptoms of malaria but the blood tests did not show any cause for 
the symptoms.  During the first attack, I was flying back from Umboi Island in the Bismark 
Archipelago by chopper to Lae.  I was assisted to the doctor by an attractive Australian chopper 
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pilot - Heather Mitchell - who a few weeks later, tragically, was raped and killed by a group of local 
men.  Which I think was the start of my disaffection with PNG. 
 
Stream sediment sampling by chopper in PNG can be very exciting, some of the landing sites in 
creek beds were very tight and we often had to jump out on to rocks or into the fast-flowing water if 
the machine could not land.  Bush knives were essential and we often had to cut pads for the 
chopper by the side of the creek so that we could be picked up again. 
 
One of the many chopper pilots I flew with was one Adrian Love? who had the most phenominal 
memory for landing sites.  Even after we had landed at more than 50 sites, he could recall every 
one in detail which was more than I could ever do.  I always made a point of ensuring that my field 
assistant was out of the chopper & clear before I got out and I  can remember one occasion when 
we had landed at one particular site while I waited as usual for the fieldy to disembark I had got out 
onto the skid and suddenly found myself 50 feet in the air.  Adrian had taken off thinking we were 
both out and after waving and shouting, he realised that I was half in and half out of the machine 
and had to land again. 
 
I collected a number of artefacts in PNG, including a large hardwood mask from the Sepik region of 
the north west of PNG.  I went to look at a gold prospect in the headwaters of the Sepik River 
which was being explored by two geologists - one English and one German who predictably spent 
much of their time criticising each other.  I bought the mask for around $US80 at a store in the 
area.  
 
One time, I went to look at a gold prospect on Palau Island in the Caroline Group of islands in the 
central Pacific near Guam. It had been written up as a Lihir Island goldmine „lookalike‟ by a 
geologist of the USGS.  I stopped for a couple of days on Nauru Island which is quite a forgettable 
experience.  Palau is a beautiful place.  I stayed at the Japan Airlines Hotel, arriving at around 
5am.  When I opened the curtains of my room later in the morning I was met with a magnificent 
view of a crystal clear sea with coral and palms etc. The gold prospect was of no earthly 
commercial interest.  The site of the so-called gold deposit was a WW2 Japanese defensive 
position with the old barracks and slit trenches, machine guns and a carpet of heavy machine gun 
shells.  Still it was a pleasant trip. Another consulting geologist and myself chartered a light plane 
to fly over the area.  We noticed that the brake disks were rusty and it transpired that in order to 
stop the plane after touchdown the pilot had to do a 180 degree turn. 
 

 

Adventures With Poseidon  1987... 
 
In 1987, just before the stock market crash, we floated an Australian subsidiary of Freeport.  I had 
the task of compiling & editing the prospectus which raised in excess of $100 million dollars. Two 
years later, our small company was taken over by Robert Champion de Crespigny's Poseidon 
Minerals and I became an employee of Poseidon,  Soon after, Bruce Kay was recruited from WMC 
to run Poseidon Exploration and asked me to carry out a research project into mineralisation in 
Proterozoic rocks in Australia which I enjoyed for about two years but then started to get stale and 
felt that I was constantly expected to "pull rabbits out of hats" to justify the project.  Bruce wanted 
me to move to Adelaide to join a central technical group, but I did not want to move and neither did 
Chris.    
 
During this period, I did many field trips often in desert country around Alice Springs.  One trip took 
us into the fringes of the Simpson Desert which with its isolation and endless parallel sief dunes is 
very difficult to work and navigate in. 
 
Fieldwork in Australia is generally far less challenging than that in PNG and Indo-China and try as I 
may, I find it hard to remember incidents which are worth putting on paper.  Much of the work is in 
flat, semi-arid terrain and is a test of endurance in that we walked many kilometres on some days 
with the main constraint being the quantity of water we could carry.  Much of the work was done 
using chopper support.  I was often dropped off in the morning in totally waterless, desolate and 
deserted country and walked may be 15 kilometres to a pick-up point hoping like hell that the 
chopper pilot would not prang or forget where I was, although I was always confident that if I was 
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left on my own I would get back to the nearest water.  Those exercises sharpened one's 
navigational skills remarkably when personal survival was at stake. 
 
I remember on one traverse in the Lawn Hill area of north west Queensland, I was followed by a 
dingo for several kilometres in the heat until the dingo decided I was not going to die and retired 
under a shady tree.  
 
On another occasion, we were carrying out a helicopter stream sediment sampling programme in 
the Northern Territory landing and taking off dozens of time each day and flying at a height of 
around 300 feet between sites.  At one stage a couple of F111 fighter bombers from Katherine 
Airbase flew close by us back & forth several times also at around 300 feet.  It turned out that they 
were carrying out low-level terrain profiling flights.  Happily there were no mid-air collisions but it 
was nerve-wracking to say the least.  

 

 

Private Enterprise and Indo China 1991.... 
 
The pressure to move to Adelaide became an ultimatum and in September 1991 I agreed with 
Bruce that I would leave the company on the understanding that I would continue to carry out work 
for them as an independent consultant.  Thus honour was satisfied on both sides. 
 
This started a new era in my life.  My colleague and friend in Poseidon, Mike Mackenzie, asked me 
to go with him to Vietnam and Thailand to assess the potential for mineral exploration in October 
1991.  This was the start of a lengthy association with Indo-China and its people. We went to 
Saigon for a week and then on to Hanoi for a few days. There were three of us - Mike, a 
Vietnamese geologist named Lan (who lived in Sydney) and myself.  
 
After Vietnam, Mike and I went to Thailand for one week and visited several parts of the country 
including Chiang Mai, Loei and Udon Thani. 
 
From Vietnam and Thailand I returned to Australia and then we all (our family) went to Southport 
for Christmas loaded down with presents from Vietnam.   
 
My first visit sparked an association with Indo-China which was to last for some years.  Mike and I 
recommended that Poseidon should take an active role in exploring in Vietnam and this was 
extended to Lao and Indonesia.  I found myself running the programmes in Vietnam and Lao and 
made a number of friends in Vietnam.  In Saigon, I used to stay at the Palace Hotel where I formed 
a (platonic) friendship with a 33 year old married lady named Mai Huong who worked in the 
"Bamboo Bar".  She became a close friend and confidant.  I also spent some of my spare time 
teaching English (with a male friend named Luu Chau) at a language college to mature students.  I 
found this very rewarding since the students  were so keen to learn. 
 
In February 1992 Mike and I did a field trip to north west Vietnam passing through Sapa and on to 
Lai Chau on spectacular mountain roads.  From Lai Chau we hired a small open boat with an 
outboard motor to travel down the Da (Black) River which is the most spectacular river trip I have 
been on.  The river is quite wide with frequent rapids and passes through deep limestone gorges 
with plenty of wildlife including monkeys.  In the river were numerous alluvial gold miners who had 
somehow built timber platforms in the fast-flowing river and dredged by means of winches and long 
bamboo poles with a scoop on the end.  The pole was kept vertical by a man perched on top of it.   
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  Gold dredging in the Da River (Vietnam-style) 

 
Mike and I stayed in Black Thai villages for a couple of nights and did some long traverses up 
tributaries to collect samples.  We dined with the village elders and in the centre of the table was a 
bowl with congealed chicken blood and chicken feet which was kept for the ancestors. 
 

 
Meal and meeting in Thai Dam (Black Thai) village, NW Vietnam – Milke McKenzie with his back 

to the camera, seated at the table are the local Communist Party officials 

 
Back in Saigon in July 1992, while I was staying at the Palace Hotel, Chris phoned to say that dad 
had died and I flew to Southport to assist with and attend the funeral. 
 
In December 1992, I did a one week trip with Mike Mackenzie to the highlands of Irian Jaya.  We 
chartered a Bell 204 helicopter (the civil version of the Huey gunship of Vietnam War fame) with an 
ex-Vietnam War pilot (John Murdoch) who was a wild man on the ground but an excellent pilot.  
The prospect area was up to 14,000 feet in elevation and we landed just below the only permanent 
snow-field in this part of the world.  The male population in the village in which we stayed dressed 
only in penis gourds and stood there shivering in the cold at an altitude of 7,000 feet.  They had 
apparently not yet made the connection between feeling the cold and the lack of clothes. 
 
We did some stream sediment sampling using the 204 and in one stream, I had to jump off on to a 
large rock in a fast-flowing mountain river.  I then found that I could not get off the rock because the 
water was too deep and the banks too steep. I waited for the chopper to return an hour or so later 
and when it came back, I stood up as the chopper came down and practically brained myself on 
one of the skids and had a sore head for the next twenty four hours. 
 
In early 1993, I went to Yunnan province in southern China with David Tyrwhitt (a consulting 
geologist) and travelled over a large part of southern Yunnan province in a one week trip. We were 
fascinated by the colourful traditional dress of the Meo women, who apparently are the same ethnic 
group as the Hmong hilltribe people of Lao and northwest Vietnam and north east Thailand.  
Kunming, the capital city of Yunnan province was surprisingly modern and reasonably 
sophisticated.  During our trip we travelled around the fringes of the world-famous "stone forest" 
which is karst limestone scenery. 
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I subsequently read a book called "The Wild Swans" about a Chinese family and their experiences 
during the communist era in China and this book was quite influential in forming my understanding 
of how destructive communism is as a socio-political system.  In particular, Mao Tse Tung was 
shown to be as much of tyrant as his counterpart in the Soviet Union - Joseph Stalin. 
 
My experiences in Indo-China confirmed that Communism is no more inappropriate as a modern 
socio-political system than a medieval feudal system to which it closely compares.  The communist 
leaders form their own dynasties although their hold on power (with the exception of the god-like 
figures at the very top of the heap - Mao, Ho Chi Minh, Stalin, Pol Pot) is often tenuous since there 
is always some jealous individual or group who is out to replace them if they are perceived rightly 
or wrongly to diverge from the "path of revolutionary zeal".  Communist societies are prone to  
lunatic excesses in which purges and mass killings are an essential part of reform.  However, the 
the main problem is the oft-quoted lack of personal incentive since everyone is treated equally (i.e. 
very poorly) regardless of performance.  Humans require a challenge and incentive to perform at 
their best and this does not exist in a communist society, except perhaps the challenge to stay 
alive in a society where the rules for survival keep changing.  Anyone who still believes that 
Communism makes for a better society should read books such as "The Wild Swans", "When 
Heaven and Earth Changed Places", "The Killing Fields", or any of the numerous histories of the 
communist experiments in the Soviet Union, China, Vietnam and Laos. 
 

 

Field Trips in Vietnam and Lao 1993... 
 
I returned to Vietnam many times in 1992 and in early 1993, I did my first trip to Lao.  Field trips in 
Vietnam and Lao have similarity to those in PNG and the Solomons.  That is, big mountains, thick 
bush, fast-flowing rivers and in the wet season, mud and slippery slopes.  The main difference is 
that in PNG, we had ready access to helicopters.  In Lao, we also had choppers, although not 
always as useful as those in PNG.  In Vietnam, there were no choppers and we either used 4WD 
drive vehicles (often Russian "jeeps") or small boats (great fun) or we walked.  Sampling from small 
boats is a very pleasant way to work. We travelled many kilometres this way - on the major rivers 
such as the Mekong and even quite small creeks where we often had exciting rides down rapids.  
We stayed from time to time in hilltribe villages where the people were generally very hospitable.  
We were always the centre of attention and followed everywhere we went.  There was little or no 
privacy and after a day or so this became quite irritating.  I never stayed in any one village for more 
than a few nights. If we had stayed longer, I am sure that our novelty value would have worn off.  I 
suppose the kids in the villages would not have seen Europeans before so their fascination was 
understandable.  The Hmong villages in particular were very primitive.  The village toilet area was 
just an area of bush and could only be reached by slopping through thick mud in the wet season.  I 
could not understand why they did not improve their conditions. 
 
 

 
Bamboo bridge in south Vietnam            Our usual means of transport in Vietnam 

 
 
 In one trip in north west Vietnam, in the Lai Chau area, we came across two villagers pushing a 
bicycle on the back of which was a python which must have been 5 metres long.  It was wrapped 
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around and tied with bush-rope.  It was probably a metre in diameter around the middle and the 
villagers explained that it had eaten a pig just before they killed it.  The snake was very much on 
the nose and was very unappetising.  
 
In several areas where I worked in Vietnam and Lao, the dominant culture was Hmong.  The 
Hmong are near-outcasts, they originally came from Yunnan Province in southern China, driven out 
in the eighteenth century by lowland Chinese.  They settled in mountain areas of north-west 
Vietnam, Lao and north-east Thailand.  They grow opium and engage in slash and burn agriculture.  
They are predominantly anti-communist in Lao, although they would perhaps be opposed to a 
government of any persuasion.  The more militant  have formed anti-Government "bandit" gangs in 
Lao and raid and destroy other villages and truck convoys and single vehicles.  Their villages are 
very basic and they are particularly inquisitive when you stay there as a guest.  The lowland 
Vietnamese and Lao tend to regard the Hmong as somewhat primitive.   
During the war, the Hmong generally sided with the anti-communist forces and were regarded as 
trusted allies of the French and later the Americans, although they were abandoned by both of 
those countries.  There is strong evidence that the communist Lao Government attempted to 
destroy the Hmong culture during the 1970's and 1980's by all means including chemical weapons 
and from an original population of perhaps 500,000 Hmong in the 1960's, some 100,000+ fled to 
Thailand and eventually to other countries as refugees and a similar number were killed during the 
war or during the attempted genocide after the war. The Hmong have remained a fairly "pure" race 
and do not often intermarry with other ethnic groups.   
 
All of the hilltribe cultures in Indo-China have elaborate dress, often very colourful and the women 
wear very ornate silver jewelry especially on their trips to the local markets. 
 
My field trips in Lao took me to Mouang Cha and Phonsavan.  On my first trip to the Mouang Cha 
area, I had to travel with an military guard of a dozen or so men armed to the teeth with AK 47's, 
grenades and one with an RPG70 grenade launcher as protection against Hmong bandits.  When 
we used choppers, the landing sites had to be secured first by armed patrols on the ground.  We 
also worked around the abandoned Long Tieng airbase which was Hmong General Vang Pao's 
headquarters and where Air America (CIA) flew their FAC (Forward Air Control) sorties from during 
the Vietnam/Lao War.  All of the old buildings remain as does the concrete airstrip designed for jet 
fighters. The book "The Ravens" covers this part of America's clandestine war in Laos and Long 
Chieng is prominent in the book.  Another book which precisely described the war in this area is 
"Tragic Mountains" by Jane Hamilton-Merrit subtitled "The Hmong, the Americans and the Secret 
Wars for Laos, 1942-1992. 
 
I bought a number of Hmong artifacts in Vientiane and Phonsavan the most notable of which are a 
couple of silver necklaces each of which weighs around a kilogramme and are in fact relatively 
small ones. Many Hmong women wear much larger necklaces, but I discovered that these 
(particularly among the younger women) are often made from aluminium because of the cost of 
silver.  There is also a Hmong wall-hanging (made I believe in NE Thailand) showing their people in 
various activities probably related to their escape to Thailand across the Mekhong and 
interestingly, in the bottom left shows a police or army vehicle with two policemen (Thai?) with very 
prominent guns which I suppose reflects the Hmong preoccupation with the military. 
 
I often flew with a Lao chopper pilot who had operated out of Long Chieng during the war and could 
point out many details of the old settlement including the old CIA Headquarters, the hospital etc. 
 
I spent a lot of time in Phonsavan in the Plain of Jars area which was the scene of repeated carpet 
bombing by American B52's and was also the scene of some of the heaviest ground fighting 
between the North Vietnamese Army and Pathet Lao (Communist forces) and the Royalist 
(Government) troops supported by the Thais, the Hmong and the CIA.  The Plain of Jars is pock-
marked with bomb craters and there are many burnt-out trucks and tanks.  Bomb, rocket and shell 
casings are so common that eventually you do not even comment on them.  Cluster bomb 
canisters are there in their thousands.  Each canister would have contained to 300-600 anti-
personnel bomblets.  Many bombs were dropped from 30,000 feet by the B52's with apparent scant 
regard for where they  ended up. There are still many casualties each year from unexploded 
ordinance which was mainly of US origin.  We sometimes ran into US MIA (missing in action) 
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teams in both Vietnam and Laos looking for remains of the 2,500 US servicemen officially deemed 
as MIA's.  I felt strongly that they should have been better employed cleaning up the unexploded 
ordinance mess that they left behind in 1975, particularly in the context of the 250,000 plus 
Vietnamese and Lao people who were unaccounted for at the end of the war.  The MIA's calculated 
that it was costing $US1,000,000 per set of remains (i.e teeth and bones).   Interestingly, the 
American Colonel whom I met several times had the title of POW and MIA attache, implying that 
the American military still supposed that some US POW's were still to be found in Lao. 
 
The Plain of Jars is so named because of an array of hundreds of huge stone jars many of which 
weigh several tonnes.  The Jars cover an area of several hectares and their origin is still in dispute 
but are believed to have been carved in the 11th or 12th century.  Many of these irreplaceable 
relicts must have been destroyed during the war and the Communist forces dug in around the Jars 
on the false assumption that the Americans would not bomb there.  When we were there we noted 
a number of bomb craters in the midst of the Jars with signs at the bottom saying "US Bom" (sic). 
 
I did a field trip to Xam Nua Province in eastern Lao in December 1993 near the border with 
Vietnam.  The local open air food market exhibited a very unusual range of foodstuffs including 
bats, parrots, rats and in one place I saw a large porcupine which had just been killed for food. 
 
 

Lao 1994--- 
 
In January, we finally signed our agreement with the Government which allowed us title to explore 
over a 5,000 square kilometre contract area in north central Lao.  Immediately before the signing 
ceremony, a Lao official sidled up to me and asked if they were to receive a "bonus". I said that 
was not on and asked him what kind of a bonus he meant.  He said "a car".  Jon Loraine who was 
the managing director of our company was listening at the side and thought the official said " a 
cow".  The official immediately said "no! no! - a car not a cow".  Anyway we told him he would get 
neither but we did have a nice signed photograph of the Lao Prime Minister to give them. 
 

 
 

The Signing Ceremony for our Contract Area in Lao.  I can’t remember which one was the 

corrupt Lao official but I am sure he is in the photo. 
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Off to a memorial service for a Lao “Big Potato” i.e. a Government Minister.  Bruce Pertzel, 

Mike Harris & myself looking somewhat sinister - Mafiosi-style.  The Lao fellow in the white 

shirt is smirking nervously as well he might – I had to sack him later after he had embezzled 

some funds during an overseas trip. 
 
 
In May, near Mouang Cha, along the road where we had been working the previous week, a group 
of Hmong "bandits" ambushed some vehicles and killed 6 people including one Australian 
engineer.  We were very fortunate since it could have been one or more of us.  We had been in 
Mouang Cha on the Saturday and had talked to the Australian man who was killed; the ambush 
took place two days later on the Monday.   Mike Harris & I had been driving up and down the road 
on which the ambush took place a few days earlier. 
 
Our work in Lao led to the discovery of a number of interesting areas for gold and copper and we 
set up a large field camp at a place we called "Khamthonglai", which means in Lao "plenty of Gold 
and Copper".  We had 14 people in the camp originally and had a ordnance disposal specialist 
sweep the camp area with a metal detector and magnetometer before we set it up.  He found 
numerous bomb and shell fragments, bullets and the metal parts of an ammunition box but the 
“prize” was an unexploded hand grenade which was duly taped up and re-buried at a depth of a 
metre in a safe place at the base of a large tree.  Some of the local villagers saw us with the 
grenade & we had to keep it out of their grasp prior to burying it. 
 
It was a constant source of worry for me when I had teams working in the field (in the Plain of Jars)  
that there was a small percentage chance that eventually someone might trigger off a mine, cluster 
bomblet or grenade.  However, I rationalised that the probability was very low and that if we wanted 
to do the work, we had no choice. 
 
On one chopper trip out of of Mouang Cha in “bandit territory” my field assistant Lat & I were 
walking up a creek with Lat some way ahead when he came rushing back saying “bandits” – it 
transpired that an armed black-clad figure had crossed the creek a hundred yards ahead of Lat 
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without noticing us.  We made a strategic withdrawal back to the chopper.  On another chopper trip 
in the same area we had to take a Lao Army officer with us for “security”.  After we had landed at a 
creek, Lat & I went off to collect our creek sample & their was a dull thump from a few hundred 
metres away.  When we got back to the chopper the officer was nowhere to be seen & the pilot 
said “he‟s gone fishing”.  A few minutes later the officer turned up with a long stick over his 
shoulders strung with 6 or 8 fish.  He had flipped a grenade into a pool & collected the stunned & 
dead fish. 
 
We continued to live and work in Lao until 1998.  In the last couple of years there, we set up a 
large camp some 100km to the north east of Vientiane to explore a prospect named Phou Kham.   
We supplied the camp on a weekly basis using a Soviet-built Mi-8 helicopter which would carry one 
and half tonnes of supplies or up to 25 personnel.   
 

 
 

Mi-8 Soviet-built, ex Vietnam Airforce heavy-lift helicopter which we used on a weekly basis 

to transport personnel & supplies to our camp at Phou Kham 
 
 
We sent heavy materials by road but the trucks always had a military escort as this was the same 
Moung Cha road on which several ambushes had occurred.  At the camp, we had up to 50 soldiers 
as guards although none of us were convinced they would have been much use in the event of an 
attack by the so-called bandits.  On a Friday night on a couple of occasions, soldiers had to be 
disarmed to prevent them firing off in all directions or pulling pins from grenades. 
Our Phou Kham copper/gold project was eventually developed into a sizeable mine after being sold 
to a smaller company named Pan Australian Resources.  In the meantime I  returned to Melbourne 
in mid-1998.   
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Field camp at site of future Phou Kham gold/copper mine, Sisouphane (my admin manager) standing in front 

of her husband contract geologist Mike Harris   

 
 
During 1998, we spent a good deal of time in Southport as my mother was terminally ill from 
stomach cancer. 


