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FOREWORD




As the Australian Defence Force’s only construction project management and design unit, the 19th Chief Engineer Works is a crucial capability within the Royal Australian Engineers and Australian Army. This comprehensive volume describes its history and signals its importance to the future of regional and global Australian military operations. 


As illustrated in this highly detailed work, the history of this unit spans much of the globe and involves critical support for the full spectrum of Australian Army activity for 55 years. The vital role of the unit’s senior technical construction professionals during this period and the utility of contracted solutions for the myriad of challenges faced by a modern army are captured in both narrative and image in these pages.


The highly skilled members of the 19th Chief Engineer Works offer the Army more than just technical designs and project management skills — they are also experts in local and industry engagement. This small unit is equipped to respond to the specific needs of the Defence Force, both overseas and domestically, while also promoting local connections and indigenous employment opportunities. In its most recent history, unit members have been deployed and their skills tested in Afghanistan and the greater Middle East region. 


Since the Army’s deployment to East Timor in 1999, the operational importance of the 19th Chief Engineer Works and its essential design functions have been significantly elevated as a critical operational enabler to the joint force. Despite its modest size, the unit has successfully supported every major overseas operation over the past two decades while concurrently participating in the Army Aboriginal Community Assistance Program and the Army’s involvement with Australia’s regional neighbours. This is a tangible illustration of the Corps motto: Ubique. Highlands to Deserts superbly captures these significant and long-term achievements using historical records, personal accounts and a wide collection of images,


This volume makes an important contribution to the proud history of the Corps of Royal Australian Engineers and the Australian Army more broadly. I commend Highlands to Deserts, the significant work of the author, Major Michael Tyquin, and the contributions of unit members past and present.


Ubique




Brigadier David Wainwright, DSC


Head of Corps – Royal Australian Engineers




March 2018










PREFACE




The 19th Chief Engineer Works (19 CE Works) is the Australian Army’s — indeed the Australian Defence Force’s — only design and project management agency and its history is necessarily complex. While the more formal elements of the unit’s past represent the central narrative of this book, the story is considerably enlivened by personal accounts and photographs contributed by those who have served in the unit during its 55-year history. The common theme that emerges is the planning and building of infrastructure as a means to assist others. 


The story begins with the Australian Army, which identified the requirement for a specialist unit tasked with the design and project management of infrastructure. This requirement was met with the raising of 19 CE Works in 1963. Since then, whether in the highlands of Papua New Guinea, the islands of Timor Leste and the South West Pacific, domestic military facilities within Australia or in the Middle East, members of 19 CE Works have consistently responded to the requirements of others. The efforts of this small unit have assisted partner nations, improved the welfare of remote communities, supported Australia’s military at home and protected the lives of those on operations. Overseeing the supply of safe water, the construction of training facilities, headquarters, airfields, medical facilities, wharves and chapels, has been simply part of the daily fare of 19 CE Works. 


Highlands to the Desert reveals the history of the unit from its earliest origins to the present, allowing the stories of the unit’s people and achievements to be shared. Many current serving and former members of 19 CE Works contributed their time, knowledge and memories to this book and I gratefully acknowledge their input.


This project has been some considerable time in the making, with the unit’s last history publication produced in 1993. Chief among the key figures in providing impetus to this project were the unit’s Commanding Officer, Lieutenant Colonel Glen Billington, and his capable assistant, Warrant Officer Class 1 Ian Hancock. It was a joy to work with such an enthusiastic team. Cathy McCullagh applied her editorial skills to polish the final product and Denny Neave and his talented team at Big Sky Publishing produced this high-quality volume. Its publication was supported by GHD Pty Ltd (Engineering Consultant), Laing O’Rourke (Construction), and Norton Rose Fulbright (Legal Services), all of whom have a professional connection with 19 CE Works. As the author, I take full responsibility for any errors of fact.




Major Michael Tyquin


March 2018










INTRODUCTION




This book records the story of one small unit in the Australian Army, 19 CE Works, from its establishment in 1963 through to its ongoing development in 2018. The historical narrative draws on Charles Bean’s Official History of Australia in the War of 1914–1918, Don Hughes, The Last Frontier (1988) and two previous histories of 19 CE Works itself, Bruce Morris, Unit History (1981) and Noel Beutel, 19th Chief Engineer Works: Unit History 1963 to 1993 (1993). Material has also been taken from Ronald McNicoll’s three-volume official history of the Royal Australian Engineers, Phillip Greville’s Paving the Way (2002), and articles from the Sapper News, Australian Sapper magazine and the Australian Army Journal. Importantly, unit members themselves — serving and retired — have enlivened this story with their own recollections and anecdotes.


The unit itself is part of a larger entity with its own history — the Corps of Royal Australian Engineers (RAE), first raised in 1902. As a component of a much older unit, 19 CE Works shares the traditions and heritage of that Corps. Consequently, elements of the RAE Corps’ history will be explored before the specific history of 19 CE Works becomes the focus of this book. This will provide readers a far better understanding of the raison d’être of the unit, how it functions and why it continues to provide the Australian Army and the broader Australian Defence Force (ADF) with its specialist services today.
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‘A Camouflage Tree’, drawing from the Imperial War Museum, London, reproduced in Sapper, Vol. 3, No. 2, 1984.




For a tiny, post-World War II Army unit, 19 CE Works has a long and varied history. Possibly more than any other engineer unit, its story is closely related to governmentsponsored works in peacetime, and policy and authorities sponsored by or vested in various other Commonwealth departments. It was Brigadier Alfred Bell, the Engineer-in-Chief in the early 1960s, who had a vision for an RAE unit that would allow his professional engineer officers and work supervisors to gain design experience. This vision was realised in 1963 with the establishment of the unit in the Territory of Papua New Guinea (the territories of Papua and New Guinea were merged in 1949) before that country gained its independence. But the 19 CE Works story is not simply one of drafting and supervision; it is a chronicle of initiative, imagination and creativity. The draftsman’s drawing in this image provides some indication of the skill and creativity behind the work of the unit’s members.


It was not a military engineer, but rather an English painter, Solomon J. Solomon, who developed and perfected ‘The Observation Tree’ illustrated above. Several of these were used on the Western Front in World War I. While a far cry from the day-to-day tasks of 19 CE Works, this drawing illustrates the attention to detail which is a hallmark of the unit and one of the elements that makes it unique as an Army organisation. 
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Victoria Barracks Officers’ Mess, Sydney, prepared using computer aided design software ‘Lumion’ by 19 CE Works draftsmen and surveyors in 2017. 




Importantly, this unit is the only consulting engineer unit in the ADF which is permanently available and ready for operational tasking. It is a unit in which people rather than equipment or weaponry produce results. The unit’s task begins with a client who identifies a need and an idea. The highly skilled staff of 19 CE Works respond through consultation, engagement and their own experience to tease out and develop the idea into a viable concept which can meet the client’s requirements. With technical knowledge, common sense and foresight, rather than hindsight, a design is developed that others outside the unit or even the Army then realise through construction. The unit’s close association with the civilian contractors it engages and supervises also reinforces its individual status within the Australian Army. However its foundation lies in its development of unit members who have technical construction skills alongside commercial acumen, all built on a solid base of military application and military skills. 


As 19 CE Works enters the next phase of its history, its special relationship, both with the other units that comprise the Australian Army and its broad range of domestic and international clients, will only grow in importance. This is a unit that continues to craft an essential role in Australia’s modern military.










CHAPTER 1


HERITAGE AND THE PLACE OF 19 CE WORKS IN THE AUSTRALIAN ARMY




ANCIENT ORIGINS OF MILITARY ENGINEERING


Military engineering, the art and practice of designing and building military works and of building and maintaining lines of military transport and communications, is one of the oldest of the engineering skills as we know them today. Expedience is the essence of good practical engineering, and understanding this balance, and the context surrounding it, are vital to achieve an army’s engineering mission. The art of engineering can be traced back to the Iron Age with primitive but effective hill forts constructed in Europe. The great civilisations of antiquity — Persia, Greece, Rome, China and Byzantium — all exploited engineering in their conquests and military endeavours. Aqueducts, Hadrian’s Wall and the Great Wall are examples of surviving works, while the pontoon bridges, temporary camps, roadworks etc. used during early military campaigns have all but disappeared, despite being an essential part of war fighting and, in later centuries, nation building. 
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Roman pontoon bridge — the principles of construction used by the Romans are still employed today.


Although the story of 19 CE Works formally commenced in 1963, the use of military architecti and tradesmen for the purpose of civil construction stems from the military history of China, Greece and the Roman Empire. From the beginnings of Roman fortifications, bridges and roads, military engineers have evolved through the ages to protect and support armies. Following the creation of the Royal Engineers in Britain in 1716, professional military engineer officers have been responsible for the oversight of contracted civilian artisan tradesmen and labourers. From these early days, military engineers and contracted civilian labour have worked hand in hand. 


The development of gunpowder and artillery in the 15th century saw military architecture and engineering reach new heights. Even Leonardo da Vinci brought his genius to bear on the problem of giving a military force an edge, either on the offensive or in defence. The practice reached a peak under the great 17th-century French military architect Sébastien de Vauban, whose principles of fortification and siege-warfare techniques did not change until the second half of the 19th century, when defensive works were forced to adapt in the face of new developments in artillery and high-explosive shells. Even then much of the ‘heavy lifting’ was performed by civilian labour — conscripted or contracted.
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The Citadel of Lille, a fortress designed by de Vauban.


The trench warfare that characterised the brutal fighting on the Western Front from 1915 to 1918 was almost purpose-made for the further development of military engineering. This particularly applied to the use of mining, tunnelling, trench tramways, light railways and the new art of camouflage.


The interwar years saw the continued use of traditional military engineering skills in the construction of the Maginot Line to protect France’s frontiers with Germany and Luxembourg in the 1930s. World War II saw a blend of existing engineer skills such as mine-laying with the further development of military engineering in response to the increased sophistication of war fighting. The emergence of air power and the increased use of amphibious operations provide some indication of the new level of military engineering skill that emerged in this period. Australia’s wartime enemies also exploited engineering for their own ends. One example is the infamous Burma-Thai railroad — a 421-kilometre railway line which the Imperial Japanese Army forced thousands of Commonwealth troops and Burmese and Malayan labourers to construct. The project claimed the lives of at least 85,000 workers during its construction.
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Members of the Military History Section Field Team cross a trestle bridge near Kinsaiyok, Thailand, on the BurmaThailand railway in October 1945 (AWM 122310).


SAPPERS


The Royal Australian Engineers adopted the Royal Engineers’ practice of calling their private soldiers ‘sappers’ because early military engineers were primarily concerned with driving saps (tunnels) towards the enemy lines and underneath fortifications. The name is derived from the French word sappe (‘spadework’ or ‘trench’) and became connected with military engineering during the 17th century. 


With the raising of the 1st Pioneer Battalion in 1916 (followed by four more pioneer battalions), the Australian Army briefly experimented with using pioneers, albeit almost exclusively for tunnelling and light engineering tasks during World War I. 


COLOURS


While the Engineer Corps does not carry official regimental colours such as those of infantry units, its colours are blue and red. Unit colour patches worn by members of the Corps consist of a red feature on a purple field. The banner depiction of the colours consists of a red field with two horizontal blue bands near the top and bottom of the field. 
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A RAE Association banner processes during an Anzac Day march in Melbourne in 2017 (source: Royal Australian Engineers Association of Victoria Incorporated).


The motto of the Royal Australian Engineers is Ubique (‘everywhere’), a motto shared with the RAE’s parent corps, the Royal Engineers of the British Army. This motto was bestowed by King William IV in 1832 as neither sappers nor gunners were entitled to carry Regimental Colours as they typically served as small detachments rather than as a whole unit.


The original motto of the Australian Corps of Engineers, adopted at the Federation of Australia, was Facimus et Frangimus (‘we make and we break’) which appeared on the engineer army hat badge until 1947 when it was replaced by the more sedate Honi soit qui mal y pense (‘evil to him who evil thinks’), the motto of the ancient Order of the Garter. The current engineer hat badge features a leather garter adorned with a crown and the motto of the Order of the Garter. This honour was awarded in 1947 for the engineers’ fine showing during World War II. 
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The badge of the Royal Australian Engineer Corps.


THE SOVEREIGN’S BANNER


As noted, the Engineer Corps does not carry colours or have battle honours as do infantry regiments. This is due to the fact that all engineers or engineer detachments take part in every battle. However, the Corps does have a Sovereign’s Banner. The approval for the Banner was granted by Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, the Colonel-in Chief of the Royal Australian Engineers, in 1990. The Sovereign’s Banner is regarded as a rallying point for the Corps.
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The Sovereign’s Banner.


The Banner was officially presented to the Corps on 1 July 1992 at the 90th Corps birthday parade. The presentation was made by His Excellency Rear Admiral Peter Sinclair, RAN, Governor of New South Wales, on behalf of Her Majesty. The Governor’s presentation speech included a message from the Queen:


I am delighted to know that you will present a Sovereign’s Banner to the Corps of the Royal Australian Engineers. I should be grateful if you could convey my congratulations and best wishes to all members of the Corps. I am confident that they will maintain the high standard and traditions which they have established over the years.


The Banner is referred to generically as the Corps Banner, The Royal Australian Engineers Corps Banner, and the Sovereign’s Banner. The correct title is ‘The Banner of Queen Elizabeth II’.


THE CORPS PRAYER


All Western armies since the Middle Ages have recognised the power of prayer during time of war. Indeed, according to a well-known military axiom, ‘there are no atheists in the front line’. In line with the British Army tradition, all Australian Army corps have their own prayer. The engineer prayer is:


Almighty God, who in person of Jesus Christ, you bridge the gap between yourself and all people, help us to follow his life of service and sacrifice. 


Give to us members of the Royal Australian Engineers, the skills and strength of will to perform our tasks well in peace and war. 


Guide us to work with you to build a world that is free and secure, through Jesus Christ our Lord.


Amen.


Saint Barbara, an early Christian saint and martyr who lived in the 3rd century, is the patron saint of Engineers and Artillerymen. Her feast day falls on 4 December.


THE WATERLOO DINNER


The Waterloo Dinner is an annual dinner for officers held by units of the Royal Australian Engineers and traditionally occurs on or about 18 June. It commemorates the first dinner hosted by members of the Corps at Gallipoli in 1915 to celebrate the completion of Watson’s Pier (see below) at Anzac Cove. The name Waterloo was used because the first dinner was observed on the 100th anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo. 
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The original Waterloo Banquet, 1836 (oil painting by William Salter).


UNIT COLOUR PATCH


Colour patches were first used as identification badges by Australian soldiers during the latter stages of the Second Boer War in South Africa (1899 to 1902). These took the form of red ribbons fluttering from the left-hand shoulder straps of members of Australian contingents to distinguish them from the soldiers of other nations and contingents.


Colour patches were formally introduced into the Australian Army in March 1915, following the formation of the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) in mid-1914. Initially, the system used a small square flag divided horizontally into two colours to signify the parent brigade and battalion to which a soldier belonged.


At some stage during this period, these evolved into colour patches (Series I) and were sewn onto soldiers’ uniforms on both sleeves, approximately 25 mm from the top of the sleeve, a practice which continued until 1949, when their use was discontinued.


In 1987 the colour patch was reintroduced for ceremonial use before a Series II colour patch was approved for general use in 1995. The current Royal Australian Engineer colour patch is based on the colour patch worn by the 2nd AIF’s divisional supporting arms and service units.


The 19 CE Works unit colour patch is a square patch with a purple background which is shared by engineer and signals units. The colour patch designator, ENG2014, signifies that it is an engineer patch (ENG), it is a Series II colour patch and that the half-scarlet geometric shape was selected from a colour patch register and was the fourteenth (014) selected for use from the engineer range available.
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19 CE Works colour patch.


THE 19 CE WORKS LOGO


The 19 CE Works logo is designed to represent elements of the unit’s primary tasks. The red square denotes design and drafting with hatched masonry shown in plan. The blue square denotes hydrographical and land survey with contours, while the black and yellow lines denote construction and project management.
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19 CE Works logo.


The unit logo is eye-catching, recognisable, contemporary and striking in comparison to traditional military unit logos and was developed in 2001 by Defence Publishing Canberra at the unit’s request. The logo was part of a public relations package designed to respond to the unit’s changing approach to business and the way 19 CE Works was viewed by government and industry bodies. The unit’s motto is ‘Plan, Design, Deliver’, which is reflected in the official mission statement to ‘plan, design and deliver infrastructure in support of joint land operations’. 
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The wood carving of ‘Blue’ at the 19th hole was hand-crafted in Papua New Guinea from a single piece of timber on commission by then Commanding Officer Lieutenant Colonel Grant Halstead and presented as a farewell gift to the unit on his departure in December 2011. The inscription reads: ‘The dog is the unofficial unit mascot of 19th Chief Engineer Works with the full concurrence of creator (cartoonist) Ken Maynard. Ken had no official name for the dog, so we democratically named him “Blue”. In early 1977 the then Corporal Peter Barankewitsch first introduced us to Blue when he included him at the 19th Hole, on a sports instruction. (Presented by LTCOL Grant Halstead CO 2010 – 2011)’
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Diorama element illustrating the ‘design’ aspect of the 19 CE Works logo (designed by Unit Draftsman Sapper Jared Martin in 2016). The red square denotes the design and drafting in planning. The blue design element is depicted through the tripod and theodolite associated with gathering engineer data prior to construction to support design activities. The blue was originally intended to represent the engineers’ riverine survey capability, although this has now separated from 19 CE Works. The black and yellow ‘tiger’ stripes represent the images of construction in progress.


THE ROLE OF THE ROYAL AUSTRALIAN ENGINEER CORPS


The RAE provides combat engineering, construction and other technical support to the ADF. Its main roles are to provide mobility and counter-mobility capabilities to the Australian Army and its allies. This means enhancing the ability of friendly forces to move while denying movement to enemy forces. Engineers are required to perform many tasks including penetrating minefields, locating and disarming booby traps, clearing unexploded ordnance, conducting explosive demolitions, purifying water, surveying, building and maintaining roads, airfields and bridges. The Corps also performs most of the Army’s demolition tasks, but its members are trained to fight as infantry if needed. 


The Corps has both Regular and Reserve units which are located across the country in the Army’s three regular combat brigades — the 1st, 3rd and 7th Brigades — and in the Reserve 2nd Division. The 6th Brigade includes both 19 CE Works and the 6th Engineer Support Regiment. In 2017 the Regular Army units were: 


• 1st Combat Engineer Regiment (Darwin)


• 2nd Combat Engineer Regiment (Brisbane)


• 3rd Combat Engineer Regiment (Townsville)


• 6th Engineer Support Regiment (Amberley), incorporating the 21st Construction Squadron, 17th Construction Squadron and 20th Explosive Ordnance Disposal Squadron


• School of Military Engineering (Holsworthy, Sydney)


• 19 CE Works (Randwick, Sydney)


• Special Operations Engineer Regiment (Holsworthy, Sydney)


The 17th Construction Squadron (and in earlier days, 22 Construction Squadron) is a long-time collaborator with 19 CE Works. Raised in 1949, it was an early participant in engineering works in Papua New Guinea (PNG) in 1961, deployed to the Vietnam War and, after being temporarily disbanded in 1971, was re-raised in August 1977 at Holsworthy in New South Wales (NSW).










CHAPTER 2


EARLY DAYS AND THE GREAT WAR




In 1835, civil engineer Captain George Barney was despatched to Sydney with a detachment of soldiers from the Royal Engineers to take charge and superintend the development of buildings belonging to the military and convict departments. Subsequently, Barney led this small detachment, working with contractor William Randle, in erecting fortifications all across Sydney. Barney, his soldiers and contractors oversaw the building of Fort Denison in Sydney Harbour from 1840 and, in the following year, the relocation of Sydney’s George Street Barracks to Victoria Barracks in its current location in the inner Sydney suburb of Paddington. The Barracks, an iconic feature of Sydney’s landscape, is an important element of Australian Army heritage and is home to Headquarters Forces Command. 
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Fort Denison, home of Australia’s only Martello tower (source: NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service).


Barney also completed many civil and military projects around the colony, one of which involved clearing parts of the Parramatta River. His reconnaissance report for this task is crisp and clear and lists the men and material required for the job:




One Foreman independent of those in charge of the punts at 10/- per day.


Sixty prisoners.


Two punts (one to be fitted up with iron crane capable of lifting five ton and each to be supplied with dredging apparatus complete).


Twenty crowbars (iron).


Twenty jumpers (iron).


Twenty pairs of mud boots.


Twenty wheelbarrows.


Twenty wheel planks.


Twenty shovels.
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This map shows the development of the defensive trench system in just one section of the front line at Pimple salient, Anzac (map derived from C.E.W. Bean, Australia in the War of 1914–1918, Vol. I, The Story of Anzac). 




Four double purchase blocks and tackles.


One hundred fathoms of rope.


Materials for blasting, consisting of powder, magazines, tubing, priming needles and hammers.


I have to solicit an authority for immediately preparing the machinery and materials required. The probable cost will be £250 to £300 - but in reference to this amount I beg to observe that the crane will be so constructed as to render it applicable to the diving bell which will be required in constructing the wharfs in the Harbour and the dredging machinery will also be found useful in removing deposits of mud and sand which it appears constantly accumulate at the existing wharf.





The origins of the Royal Australian Engineers date from after Barney’s time in the neighbouring colony of Victoria. Sir Peter Scratchley who, as a captain in the Royal Engineers arrived in Melbourne in 1860 to recommend various defensive works around that city, founded the Corps of Engineers on 15 November 1860. By 1876, five of the six colonies — NSW, Victoria, Queensland, Tasmania and Western Australia — had raised their own engineer units. These were amalgamated on 1 July 1902 as the Corps of Engineers. 
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Watched by an admiring crowd, men of the Victorian Volunteer Engineer Corps throw a pontoon bridge across Melbourne’s Yarra River in 1872. The officers of this militia unit would probably have been engineers in their civilian occupation (Illustrated Australian News, courtesy National Library of Australia). 


At that time the Corps consisted of field, fortress, telegraph, electric and submarine mining companies. Following Federation the small regular engineer component was granted the prefix ‘Royal’; however the militia remained part of the ‘Australian Engineers’. During the pre-war period the School of Military Engineering was established in Sydney.


During World War I approximately 40 engineering units were raised as part of the Australian Imperial Force (AIF). They included field engineering units, tunnelling companies, railway units and signalling squadrons which served at Gallipoli, the Sinai, Palestine, France and Belgium. In 1914 the engineers were raised from tradesmen among the men who rushed to the recruiting stations in the first flurry of patriotic fervour. Consequently, the AIF left Australia with three field companies of engineers. Men of all three companies (totalling 19 officers and 450 other ranks) would be among those who landed on the Gallipoli peninsula between 25 April and 1 May 1915. 


Earlier, in January 1915, the 3rd Field Company under a former Royal Engineers officer, Major Henry ‘Cloggie’ Clogstoun, had been deployed to the Suez Canal to construct a series of trench works and floating bridges. Given the pool of talent in his unit, British authorities soon detached men for surveying artillery ranges or maps and running a power station, among other specialist tasks. 
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Sappers of the 12th Field Company Engineers master the difficulties of entrenching in sand at Serapeum on Egypt’s Suez Canal in 1916. Note the wooden retaining walls (right) and the completed trench at rear (AWMA00971).


Once on the Gallipoli peninsula many of the men in the engineer companies found themselves doing some of the heaviest work undertaken during this campaign — tunnelling. They were supported by aptly named ‘fatigue parties’ from the infantry who completed the less skilled manual labour tasks. An engineer would be employed picking the ‘face’ of the tunnel head, another would carry the sandbags to the rear and empty them, either along the parapet of a rear trench or in chutes at the back of the hills. It was hot work, not helped by enemy rifle and artillery fire. 


Another important project at Anzac, completed by the 2nd Australian Field Company under Lieutenant Stanley Watson (a signals officer with the company), was the construction in June 1915 of a pier to allow the landing of stores and equipment. A trestle pier had been built in May but storms and tides had displaced the trestles, necessitating a replacement using piles. A Turkish 9-inch shell (pictured below) was used to drive them into the sand.
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Lieutenant Stanley Watson supervising construction of the pier that would later carry his name, Gallipoli, June 1915 (Australian Army Engineers’ Museum, ECMP3078).


When the bulk of the AIF deployed to the Western Front in 1916 it was accompanied by its engineer companies whose men undertook a huge range of engineer tasks in often dangerous and trying circumstances. The engineers who remained in the Middle East supported General Allenby’s offensives to drive out the Ottoman Army and, in one notable exploit on 22 March 1918, Australian engineers managed, with great difficulty, to swim a swollen river flooded by heavy rain. The men were building a bridge at Hijla, crucial preparation for a raid on an important objective: Amman.
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Australian engineers repair the corduroy track to Bellicourt, Western Front, September 1918. The track had been blown up by the retreating Germans using mines (AWM E03630).


The story of the Australian Army between 1919 and 1939 is a short and sad one. The country had no appetite for war and the military was starved of funds. During the Great Depression the amount spent on Army works projects totalled a paltry £1580. All the arms and services, including the engineers, suffered as a consequence of the drastic reduction in government expenditure. Importantly for this story, the regular Permanent Force and reserve Citizen Military Forces engineer units were amalgamated in January 1936 as the Corps of Royal Australian Engineers and, in 1939, the School of Military Engineering was re-established in Liverpool, NSW. Shortly after, an under-prepared Australia entered the Second World War.










CHAPTER 3


WORLD WAR II, NEW GUINEA AND VIETNAM




Like their predecessors in the First World War, Army engineers played their part in the Second World War, with Australian field companies seeing active service in Greece, North Africa, the Middle East, Asia and in the Pacific Islands. During the failed 1941 campaign in Greece, engineers under the Anzac Corps’ Chief Engineer, Brigadier Clive Steele (a consulting engineer before the war), were instrumental in delaying advancing German forces through road and bridge demolitions. Sappers and engineers were also active in the defence of Bardia in North Africa, while in the Syrian campaign in June 1941 members of the 2/6th Field Company were among the first two Allied parties to infiltrate the Syrian border.
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Sappers of the 2/8th Field Company, RAE, preparing to crater the main road in the Erithrai Pass north of Thivai, Greece, in April 1941. The rapid withdrawal along the length of Greece was not one of the Allies’ more successful operations (AWM 044637).


Following its redeployment from the Middle East to New Guinea, the 2/6th Field Company under Lieutenant Colonel Warren McDonald landed at Popondetta — a name which will feature prominently in the story of 19 CE Works — on 19 November 1942. The men immediately began constructing an airstrip. At first they had no mechanical equipment and faced the task of carving a strip 1000 metres long out of ground which was completely covered by kunai grass two metres high. Indigenous labourers came to the rescue and the strip was operational just three days later.
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A page from the 6th Division’s Chief Engineer war diary showing an engineer’s survey and report on captured Italian Army infrastructure, December 1940 (AWM 52 1/5/12/10).
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Like other Australian soldiers, engineers’ lives could be short, particularly if captured by the Japanese. Photo taken at the Commonwealth War Cemetery, Thai-Burma Railway, Thanbyuzayat, Myanmar, April 2017.
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Engineers from the 7th Australian Division supervise the digging of culverts and drains along the roadside at Dumpu, New Guinea. While this photograph was taken in 1943, it could easily have been the 1960s (AWM 061133).


As in all wars, important lessons were learned. The Second World War confirmed a number of principles governing the employment of engineers in battle, in particular the importance of the field squadron in providing close support to infantry or armour. Such support had to conform to the strategic, tactical and administrative plans of the Army’s formation commander, a fact that was relearned in Vietnam over 20 years later.
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Eta Jima, Japan, October 1947. Dependants’ housing project consisting of type B1 and B2 units in the midst of construction. The block consists of two B1 types and two B2a types in the centre. The 18th Chief Royal Engineers (Works), an Australian unit, is supervising construction (AWM 145008).


From June 1948 technical communication within the RAE was conducted through a quarterly newsletter Liaison Letters, which was published until the late 1980s and was the forerunner of the current Sapper magazine. The Chief Engineer, Brigadier Victor Secombe, used the newsletter to keep Corps members informed of technical developments and ‘items of interest’.


In the period after the war, the Deputy Commander Royal Engineers (Works) in the larger Army commands was deployed to important areas of troop concentration. However in 1951 four works sections were added to the Army’s order of battle to replace the Deputy Commanders: 108 Works Section at Moorebank, 209 Works Section at Avoca Street, Randwick (the current location of 19 CE Works), 196 Works Section, Marine Parade, Abbottsford and 197 Works Section at Puckapunyal. Another unit, 202 Works Section, was raised at Bandiana in Victoria in 1955. The deployment of these units allowed a degree of decentralisation of works service administration to those areas in Australia with the greatest concentration of soldiers. The officer commanding these units was titled Deputy Commander Royal Engineers (DCRE), usually with a suffix denoting his area of responsibility.


Following the end of World War II, RAE units were deployed as part of the British Commonwealth Occupation Force in Japan until 28 April 1952. Other units joined a variety of overseas operations such as the Malayan Emergency, the Indonesian Konfrontasi and the Vietnam War. There were also a number of peacetime deployments, such as those to New Guinea. 


From working in 1945 with basic equipment that would have been familiar to their predecessors in the 1st AIF which featured small mixers, volume batched and handloaded using wheelbarrows, from 1953 RAE units began the process of modernisation and the training of officers, non-commissioned officers (NCOs) and field engineers in modern technology and techniques. Equipment introduced in the 1950s and 1960s included:


• 400 litre (two bag) concrete mixers with powered hopper loading, some incorporating weight-batchers


• double bucket swing weight-batchers for use with hopper loading mixers


• self-propelled, rubber-tyred concrete carts


• monorail motorised bucket transporters for use on building sites • 	vibrating rods and screeds (concrete levellers) for placement and finishing


• instruments and machines for concrete materials testing.


In 1953 the Army finally permitted RAE units to perform specific works tasks to ensure that its engineering units were trained for their specialist duties in wartime. This included permitting the Works Service to conduct relatively small tasks by contract or by using civilian day labour.


THE ORIGINS OF 19 CE WORKS 


The precise origins of 19 CE Works are, unusually for the lineage of Australian Army units, somewhat confused. Its genealogy is also complex as, at various times, it incorporated or uncoupled units such as 12 Chief Engineer Works and 198 Works Section. Earlier unit histories hint that it was born of the recognition of the command and control difficulties of RAE units in the field and the subsequent requirement for a senior engineering headquarters. Other sources suggest that the unit emerged from the burgeoning interest in the Territory of Papua New Guinea and the need for RAE officers and NCOs to gain practical engineering experience. Official sources reveal that the first Commander Royal Engineers (CRE) was Lieutenant Colonel B.F. Dawson, who was appointed on 1 July 1960.


[image: image]


Extract from Commonwealth of Australia Gazette published 29 September 1960 formally announcing the appointment of Lieutenant Colonel B.F. Dawson as Commander, Royal Engineers, 19th Commander Royal Engineers (Works).


At least four other subordinate officers were posted to his command from August that year. The unit’s activities in its infancy were not recorded, although it is believed that Victoria Barracks (Northern Command) in Brisbane hosted its headquarters. However its officers were dispersed across the country, including to its current home, at Randwick Barracks in Sydney (which then housed the Army’s 17 Construction Squadron). 


In PNG itself an engineer company was formed in 1960 within the newly raised PNG Defence Force, and an Assault Pioneer Platoon was established within the 1st Pacific Islands Regiment (PIR). In January 1965 the Pioneer Platoon was transferred from 1 PIR and was renamed the PNG Construction Troop, with a complement of one officer and 17 other ranks.


In an article written for the Australian Army Journal in February 1963, Major P.A. Stevens described his experiences as part of 24 Construction Squadron, which had deployed to Wewak in PNG in July 1961 for 12 months. Major Stevens probably summarised the feelings of those in 19 CRE (Works) who came after him:


It is difficult to imagine better training for a Construction Squadron than to send it to a country such as New Guinea and employ it on tasks which it could be called on to perform in war. Many lessons were learnt, but the two main ones were to adapt oneself to a strange and relatively isolated environment and to cope with technical and administrative problems which would not normally arise in peace in Australia, but which could well occur in war in South East Asia. 
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