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Welcome to the June 2013 Newsletter

It is has become a tradition for the May General Meeting to be held on the Central Coast.  The Woy Woy Leagues 
Club provides a venue for a wider cross-section of members to meet and socialise.   We have many members 
who live on the Central Coast who probably made the daily trip to Sydney during their working careers.  The 
May General Meeting for them removes travel time out from the equation.  Also, we have a large contingent that 
travelled to meeting from Sydney.

Over the past two years the weather has not been kind to our May General Meeting.   The 22nd of May was a 
shocker; despite the terrible weather, attendance at the Woy Woy General Meeting was magnificent with 56 brave 
souls turning up and a great day being had by all.

Current members Ian Griffith, Paul Ryan and Trevor Baker attended their first meeting ever.  Also, Doug Summers 
joined us as a new member.  Welcome fellas, we hope to see more of you.  I would also like to place on record my 
appreciation to the management and staff of the Woy Woy Leagues Club for facilitating once again our general 
meeting at their club.

Vice President John Lane and Social Committeeman Ross Keyes gave us the latest on upcoming events, the 
highlights a lunch at Kiama in June followed by a tour of Victoria Barracks in July.  We are also having one our own 
members Jim Spencer at the June General Meeting give a presentation on his life and times as a technician at the 
Woomera Rocket Range.   Further details on social functions and the presentation are in this month’s newsletter.

On a personal note, Bob Mason is still recovering in hospital; also Helen Wilson is recovering from a knee 
operation.  Laurel Rogers wad admitted to Wyong Hospital following a fall.   I have had a recent conversation with 
Irene Barnes, wife of Alf Barnes; Irene reports that Alf is going well.

I am proud to say that Phil Orchard a long-standing member of the Retired Members Association is currently in 
the United Kingdom as a guest of the British Government.  Phil is one of a party of eight ex-merchant navy men 
from Australia who saw service in the Battle of the Atlantic and therefore were invited to join the 70th Anniversary 
celebrations.  This month’s newsletter features an article on Phil’s time as a merchant navy seaman.

Finally but not least, in May I had the honour to present Leo Carroll with the Retired Members Association’s  
OBN Award (over bloody ninety).  Along with Peter Hack and Ron Milosh, I travelled to Dolans Bay to make the 
award to Leo.  We also had the pleasure of meeting Leo’s wife Aileen and daughter Marilyn.

I don’t think anyone who came through the training school could forget the positive influence the instructors had 
on their formative years, Leo was at the head of the bunch of these fine people. 

RMA Monthly Meetings
The Retired Members’ Association meets on the 4th Thursday of the month (February to November)

 at 10.15 am.  The meeting venue is the Finance Sector Union (FSU) meeting room:
 Level 2, 321 Pitt Street, Sydney.

Exception is the May Meeting held at Woy Woy Leagues Club, Central Coast
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This Issue
2 Jim Spencer Presentation 

to the June General 
Meeting  on the Woomera 
Test Range

3 Tributes to Neville Darragh, 
Don Keelan and Jack Hayes.

4 Upcoming social functions.  
Kiama Lunch and Victoria  
Barracks Tour.

5 Battle of the Atlantic.  The  
Phil Orchard Story

6 General Member News and 
Asbestos Register (important 
Reading)

Woomera Test Range Facility 
Jim Spencer - Special Presentation 
June General Meeting

The Retired Members Association at various times has had 
a guest speaker at its general monthly meetings.  Past guest 
speakers have addressed a range of topics ranging from health, 
historical and local State and Federal issues that particularly 
impact on seniors.

The June General Monthly meeting will 
have as a guest speaker Jim Spencer, a RMA 
member give a presentation.  Most months, 
Jim reports to the meeting on a issues 
federal and state that affect seniors, referred 
to as the Spencer Report.   However, at the 
June Meeting, Jim will provide a special 
presentation about his time and experience 
at the Woomera Rocket Range.

The development of flying bombs and 
rockets during World War II prompted the 
British to establish their own rocket-testing 
program.  The density of population in the United Kingdom 
made rocket and other weapon testing a risky proposition.  
Britain turned to Australia, requesting a site that would provide 
a long testing corridor with a minimal population.

The outcome of the request was the two nations established 
the Australian-Anglo Joint Project, a weapons design and test 
program established in 1946.  Australia was responsible for 
providing the testing facilities, support personnel, and most of 
the funding, while the United Kingdom supplied most of the 
scientific equipment and personnel.  The test range today is 
127,000 square kilometres; still the largest landbased weapons 
test range in the world.

Certainly, Jim will have many interesting observations to relate 
about his time at the Woomera Test Facility.  Members are 
cordially invited to the presentation.

Jim Munroe from Wauchope was the winner of the 
Newcastle Knights shirt.

The draw took place at the May General Meeting held at 
Woy Woy.
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Neville Joseph Darragh

Sadly, the Retired Members Association has to inform 
members of the passing away of Neville Joseph 
Darragh.  Neville was a 1958 Technician in Training.

Neville passed away on the morning of June 7th, 
peacefully at Wolper Hospital at Woollara.  Neville had 
recently undergone surgery and radiotherapy for a 
brain tumour.

 Neville was a member of Section 5 at Alexandria 
Training School in 1958.  He left the PMG not long after 
completing his training and embarked on a number of 
business ventures including publican at the Buladelah 
Hotel, his own Rock and Roll band, publican of The 
Charing Cross Hotel and then a coffee shop in the  
Sydney CBD.

Neville returned to Telstra and spent some time at 
Haymarket and City Operations before retirement.

Our thoughts and deepest sympathies go out to 
Neville’s wife Barbara, family and friends at this sad 
time.

Don Keelan

The Retired Members Association is sadden to advise that 
Don Keelan passed away in April 2013.  A funeral service 
for Don was held at Kincumber on the  
15th April 2013.

Eric McCartney has written the following tribute to Don 
Keelan.

Don passed away recently after a short illness but, true to his strong spirit, he 
claimed he would soon be out of his hospital bed and back home to look after his 
wife Margaret and his family. Unfortunately this wasn’t to be.

Don started with the PMG as a 1950 Technician in Training and when he 
qualified as Technician, he along with several other ex TITs was posted to CI6 at 
Cootamundra where Ron Nimmo was in charge.  Because Ron was called away 
to another job, Don was made Acting Senior Technician and shortly after, Acting 
Supervising Technician.

Don met his wife, Margaret in Cootamundra and some time after their marriage, 
he was transferred to Sydney where he managed many large Installation 
programmes.  

Don retired as a Level 1 Manager in charge of PABXs and enjoyed meeting withhis 
fellow 1950 TITs for a yarn and a beer every year since his retirement. 

His life displayed the dedication to all things Australian and shows the value of 
government investment in the training of our youth

The Retired Members Association extends its deepest 
sympathies and condolences to Don’s wife Margaret, 
family and many friends in particular his fellow 1950 
TIT friends.

Editor note:  A compositing problem during the preparation of the previous newsletter 
issue prevented this tribute appearing earlier in the May Newsletter.

John “Jack” Hayes

The Retired Members Association is sadden to report 
that John “Jack” Hayes passed away at home on the  
31st May 2013.

A funeral service for Jack was held on Thursday,  
6th June 2013 at St Patrick’s Catholic Church, Swansea. 

 Jack’s career in the PMG commenced in 1965, the 
majority of his career was with Network Construction 
and its predecessors (Country Installation, Network 
Design and Construction).  Jack was still employed 
with Telstra at the time of his passing away

 The Association extends its condolences and 
deepest sympathies to Jack’s family and friends.
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Battle of the Atlantic - Phil Orchard Story 

During May 2013, the 70th anniversary 
of the Battle of the Atlantic was 

commemorated with a series of events 
centred on the cities of Liverpool, London 
and Derry-Londonderry.

Phil Orchard a long-standing member of the Retired 
Members Association and member of the Merchant 
Marine during the Second World War was a member  
of a contingent of Australians who served in the  
Battle of the Atlantic invited by the British Government 
to attend the commemorations in Britian.

Phil’s experience in the Merchant Marine during the 
Second World War and the Battle of the Atlantic are 
included in this article.

The Battle of the Atlantic was the longest continuous 
military campaign in the Second World War and at its 
height from mid-1940 through to the end of 1943, the 
Battle of the Atlantic was pivotal to the success of the 
allied side in the war.

More than 35,000 allied sailors and airmen lost their 
lives in the Battle of the Atlantic

Phil Orchard’s Story

Phil joined the Merchant Marines in Melbourne in 
November 1941. He went to sea immediately as a fully 
qualified radio officer.

He later attended an anti-aircraft gunner’s course 
in Liverpool, UK.  His first trip was from Australia 
to Beirut, Lebanon carrying 9000 tones of wheat. 
He served, usually as the only Australian, on 
board the Ettrick Bank in the Atlantic, Pacific and 
Mediterranean. Phil then served in SS Anhui  which 
was a China coaster ship under charter to the US Army 
carrying ordinance and 1000 troops to  
New Guinea on each sail and also in several small 
coastal vessels.  Phil recalls that they were very lucky 

in escaping a Japanese torpedo bomber.  During a raid, 
they were told to cast off the makeshift port of Buna,  
as they had a lot of ammunition which could have 
caused a great deal of damage to the area had it been 
hit by a torpedo.  Several Lightning aircraft chased the 
Japanese planes away from the area.

In 1942, Phil recalls sailing, without escorts along the 
east coast of the United States before the Americans 

had introduced the convoy 
system. They sailed with 
25 ships, possibly with 
a minesweeper ahead of 
them, zigzagging their way 
up and down the coast 
from the Caribbean to 
northern harbours such 
as New York. These were 
dangerous waters and 
many ships were sunk. Phil 
saw a tanker blown up off 

Miami and dozens of masts 
and funnels close inshore from other ships that had 
been sunk by German U Boats.   He also remembers 
picking up seamen from sunken ships and that such 
was the constant fear of sinking, some seamen slept in 
their life jackets.  Later he participated in three of the 
large trans Atlantic convoys from Halifax to Liverpool.

Phil has good memories too, of the strong bond among 
the ship’s company and of the amazing hospitality he 
and his shipmates received when on shore leave in 
Britain and the USA.

Phil’s later service on the SS Anhui in New Guinea took 
him to Milne Bay, Oro Bay, Goodenough Island and 
Buna.  He was discharged from the Merchant Marine 
in September 1945 but stayed at sea for a further 
ten years.    The wartime radio officer is now a keen 
amateur radio operator – call Sign VK2BTI.

The Retired Members Association congratulates  
Phil Orchard on this great honour of representing 
Australia to commemorate an important event in 
history.

The Battle of the Atlantic was the only 
thing that ever frightened me. 
    Winston Churchill 

Phil Orchard
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Members’  News 
Asbestos Register 

Last Month’s newsletter reported that Bob Mason had 
just had an operation in Port Macquarie and would 
require further treatment in Sydney.  I have been in 
regular contact with Bob who is currently staying 
at the Sir Joseph Banks Nursing Home, Botany.  Bob 
goes to the Prince of Wales Hospital for treatment as 
required.  Bob can be contacted on 9316-9544 then ask 
for him, if planning to visit, check first as Bob may be 
having treatment.

Laurel Rogers had a fall and was admitted to Wyong 
Hospital for treatment.  Laurel is now at home making 
a recovery.

Helen Wilson recently had knee surgery and is now 
home doing rehabilitation.

I am certain all members will join me in wishing Bob, 
Laurel and Helen a speedy recovery.

New Member

The Retired Members Association extends a warm 
welcome to a new member, Doug Summers.  Doug 
joined the Retired Members Association at the  
May General Meeting held at Woy Woy.  Doug last 
worked at Burwood and was a 1959 Technician in 
Training.  Welcome Doug.

Last month, I reminded members that they could 
receive a colour copy of their newsletter via e-mail.  We 
had a great response, it seems more of our members 
are using the Internet.

Remember, we only e-mail you the newsletter and the 
very occasional notice.  We do not share your e-mail 
address with third parties.

Peter Hack

Paul Rewhorn

As this month’s newsletter was being prepared, the asbestos 
exposure issue was back in the news following NBN work 
on cable pits in the Penrith area.   Telstra has admitted that a 
large number of their external cable pits contain asbestos.

The CWU Telecommunications and Services Branch (NSW) 
has recommended to the RMA that it ask its members if 
they have ever experienced contact with asbestos in their 
working lives and whether they ever went onto a register 
to acknowledge the incident?  Telstra has said publicly that 
it has its own register but how up to date the register is 
unknown. For example has a RMA member during their time 
with PMG/Telecom/Telstra ever filled in a P400 to register 
their asbestos exposure and if they ever got a lung function 
test done at the same time?    Checks will need to be made 
as to whether Telstra still has these records. 

Remember, asbestosis generally has a long lead-time 
of 20 to 40 years before the first symptoms appear.  
Therefore, regardless of how long ago possible exposure 
may have occurred, it is important to register.

The CWU Telecommunications and Services Branch (NSW) 
at this time is trying to find a contact point in Telstra for 
ex-employees to use to register or check if individuals are 
already on a Telstra register.    Meanwhile our Branch is 
also establishing a register that we will make available to 
the national asbestos register so anyone who wants to be 
involved can contact the CWU T&S NSW office on  
9281 2811 or email Lee Walkington at: lee@cwunion.net 
with their name, phone contact and AGS/Employee number 
and maybe some brief description of their likely contact 
with asbestos (i.e. Subs install, Burwood, 1970 to 1982 for 
example).

The Retired Members Association will continue to liaise with 
the CWU Telecommunications and Services Branch (NSW) 
and update members via our newsletter.


