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INTRODUCTION

‘In places the country was so rough that the party carrying out the survey had to
crawl on all fours, measure over precipices, and descend in one mile about 1500
feet.” Percy Sheaffe wrote these words in 1927. For almost five years during the
previous decade Sheaffe played a major role in surveying the border of the new
Federal Capital Territory.

Rescuing from obscurity the experiences of Sheaffe and the other two border
surveyors, Harry Mouat and Freddie Johnston, was a major concern of the 1996 ACT
Border Heritage Project. Funded by the Commonwealth’s National Estate Grants
Program (a program since drastically altered by the Federal government), and
assisted by the ACT Land Information Office, the National Trust project’s main aim
was to raise government and community awareness of the heritage significance of the
surviving original border markers. Although there are still large numbers of markers
out along the territorial boundary, hardly anyone outside the surveying community
knows they exist.

Installed during the five years of
survey, 1910 to 1915, the markers are
variously hand-squared timber posts,
concrete-filled iron pipes, and a
variety of other metal, stone and
concrete structures. They relate
directly to the birth of the ACT and
Canberra and, in turn, to the
momentous events of Federation that
brought the capital into being. As the
centenary of Federation is almost upon
us it seemed a good time to search for
these historically important sites.

In the early 1950s scores of markers
were destroyed in the northern
Brindabellas when a vast firebreak was
bulldozed along the western border.
Markers have been lost from other
parts of the border as well. This
should not be allowed to happen
again. Not only are the markers part
of the Territory’s heritage but they
have legal significance. They still
define the ACT-NSW border on the
ground.

8-inch post border marker, S55, at
Mount Franklin, 1996. Placed by
Harry Mouat’s party in 1914.
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THE 1910-15 SURVEY

The border surveyors worked under Charles Scrivener, originally a NSW surveyor
and the first Director of Commonwealth Lands and Surveys. Today Scrivener Dam
(which forms Lake Burley Griffin) and Scrivener Street in the Canberra suburb of
O’Connor commemorate his name. Living at first in a tent south of the Molonglo
River, like the rest of the survey staff, and then resident in historic Acton House
(now gone), Scrivener supervised all the early survey work in the Territory, including
the contour survey upon which the international design competition won by Walter
Burley Griffin was based.

The federal territory (since 1938 called the Australian Capital Territory) had to
encompass the new city’s vital water supply catchment, and it was Scrivener plus
other members of an Advisory Board who in 1909 proposed that the boundary should
follow the watershed of the Cotter River and the full Molonglo-Queanbeyan River
catchment. This would have resulted in a horseshoe-shaped territory containing the
town of Queanbeyan as well. NSW Premier Charles Wade objected, not wanting to
lose Queanbeyan nor the Molonglo-Queanbeyan system upstream of the Goulburn-
Cooma railway line. He instead offered the Commonwealth an alternative to go with
the Cotter, the Gudgenby-Naas-Paddys River catchment. After all the arguing of the
previous years about where to site the capital, it seemed that compromise was the best
policy and so the Federal Government accepted Wade’s idea.

Most of the territorial boundary, as defined in the Seat of Government Acceptance Act
1909, consequently follows a series of watersheds. The Cotter was the primary
source of supply for the capital, and so explains why the Territory extends so far
south-west from Canberra, for that is where the river rises. Sydney’s Chief Engineer
for Harbours and Water Supply, Ernest Macartney De Burgh, wrote in 1921 of the
Cotter that ‘it is impossible to imagine a catchment from which a purer supply could
be obtained’. The choice was a wise one and today the Cotter continues to supply 85
per cent of Canberra and Queanbeyan’s domestic supply.

Ironically, due almost certainly to the poor quality of some of the maps available to
Scrivener and other officials prior to the border survey, the 1909 Act inadvertently
cut off part of the catchment of the Cotter. This required that area to be specially
surveyed in 1926 (by Surveyor Astley Pulver and party), following which the NSW
land in question was acquired by the Commonwealth in order to protect the
catchment.

When in June 1910 Scrivener instructed Sheaffe to begin the border survey, Sheaffe
was to start from Mt Coree on the north-western edge of the Cotter catchment. How
Sheaffe felt, being sent up to 1421m Coree as winter was tightening its grip on the
Brindabellas, is unknown. But as Scrivener had surveyed in the snow back in 1904
near Jindabyne, he was not asking the 26-year-old Queenslander to do something he
himself would not have done.
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Sheaffe’s party used theodolites of the period for its bearings and measuring-wires to
gauge distance (Gunters chains were by then obsolete), as well as other equipment
(all of which had to be supplied by the surveyor; otherwise if he hired a theodolite
from the department he was charged a fee). The surveyor and his men took the line
over precipitous cliffs, through the Coree Creek valley and on over Blue Range.
Scrivener reported ‘this work is proceeding under very unfavourable conditions since,
though no great amount of rain has fallen, there are frequent showery days with
occasional falls of snow’. The line here is distinctive in being a straight bearing to
One Tree Hill near Hall, over 30 km from Coree. When the Coree-One Tree section
was later checked against a trigonometrical survey it was found to be accurate to
within one third of an inch (0.8cm) a mile (1.6km) - quite an achievement.

From One Tree Sheaffe followed the northern edge of the Molonglo watershed
around to the Cooma-Goulburn railway line north-east of Queanbeyan. The border
then follows the railway for about 52km to south of Williamsdale. While working
along the line, the survey party no doubt became a regular feature of the trip for the
crews of the steam locomotives travelling between Goulburn and Cooma. In the
steep-walled, cypress-timbered Molonglo Gorge, the trains would have been an
impressive sight - and sound - to the survey team as engine and cars thundered
through, smoke and steam billowing up the walls of the gorge.

A major frustration for Sheaffe during the border survey was the shortcomings of
many of the earlier land surveys. Because the border cut through numerous portions
of land, the blocks so divided between the Territory and NSW had to be very
accurately measured. Because of what Sheaffe called ‘the poor class of survey work
effected by the [NSW] Lands Department years ago’, he had to re-survey large
numbers of portions, greatly delaying the

border job. Further, there were problems : =1

along the railway section too, with ' "3
apparent discrepancies in the boundaries of
lands acquired in connection with the
construction of the railway. This required
Sheaffe to travel to Sydney to meet with
Railways, Surveyor Generals and Land
Titles officials.

Nevertheless, the border survey made a
powerful impression on Sheaffe. Later in
life he loved to talk about it, even regaling
daughter Jean’s boyfriends when they came
to visit. When Sheaffe retired as
Canberra’s Chief Surveyor and Property
Officer in 1948 The Canberra Times
wrote, ‘the job of which he is most
proud...is the survey of the territorial
boundary’.

Percy and Katie Sh.eajfe. outside their
Canberra home, 1940's.
(Jean and Isabel Sheaffe collection)
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Surveyors received an allowance for using their own horses and vehicles in the field.
Of the three border surveyors, Sheaffe had the highest allowance, for with six horses,
two wagonettes and a buggy, besides harness and packhorse equipment, he received
an allowance of 180 pounds annually. This was in addition to his salary which in
1913 was 432 pounds per annum (Scrivener’s by contrast was 900 pounds in 1912).

Sheaffe surveyed the biggest part of the border, covering about 154km. His wife
Katie, whom he married in 1913, accompanied him a good deal of the way. They
lived under canvas among the tents of the other men in the party. Sheaffe like the
other surveyors of the period had to supply all the camping gear for his party, for
which he received an allowance (15 pounds per annum) from the Commonwealth.

Although Scrivener had planned to have Sheaffe survey the whole length of the
border, in October 1913 he ordered that a second party start work on the mammoth
task. Accordingly New Zealand-born Harry Mouat (on a salary of 336 pounds, plus
allowances) began to survey the western border, working south from Coree.

Mouat (born 1880) must have truly wondered what he was heading into. His route
was the western watershed of the Cotter River. Maps of the time showed the position
of mountain ranges to his south as ‘approximate only’. Acting Commonwealth
Geologist Griffith Taylor, exaggerating slightly, summed up the wilderness: ‘the
upper valley of the Cotter is so rugged and far from all settlement that only one or
two people have traversed it, and the map simply indicates it by a broken line in a
perfectly blank strip of territory!”.

Undaunted, Harry and his party (which at times included his wife Iris; they had been
married only a year) set off along the Brindabellas. Travelling initially on horses
borrowed from Scrivener, Mouat subsequently obtained his own packhorses. He
recorded the local names for features that had never before been included on maps,
like Mt Aggie and Ginini Flats. On 1857m Mt Gingera in 1914 he described the
summit as ‘massive granite boulders, white gum [i.e.snow gum] timber, stunted and
snow-broken’.

A little while afterwards, in late May, he experienced the blizzards himself. After
camping at The Rolling Grounds, Harry and the party were forced off the range by
heavy snowfalls. Winter interrupted the survey, which did not resume until snow
retreated from the mountains in spring. During the winter Scrivener had Mouat
survey along the Cotter River itself, and during this first detailed survey of the upper
reaches of the stream Mouat found a potential dam site, quite close to today’s Corin
Dam (completed in the late 1960s as the third water storage on the Cotter).

January 1915 saw the party camped in the shallow valley just below the summit of
Mt Bimberi (at 1911m, the ACT’s highest peak). From here Mouat pushed the line
on southward and then along the southern border. On Mt Kelly (which Mouat named
himself, probably after Field Assistant Reg Kelly) his labourers later had difficulties
in the snow when two mileage markers had to be abandoned (evidently some of the
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permanent marking took place some time after the actual survey of the line). At
Sentry Box Mountain the surveyor noted in his fieldbook the ‘precipitous sideling’ at
the south-east end of the peak, which his party would have been relieved to find they
did not have to directly descend. Mouat, after whom Mouat Street in suburban
Lyneham is named, was to survey 92km of the ACT-NSW boundary.

By this stage, with Scrivener about to retire, Sheaffe was called back to Canberra to
take on extra duties. He was succeeded on the border job by West Australian Freddie
Johnston (born 1885; later a Commonwealth Surveyor General). Johnston (on the
same salary as Mouat) purchased a Model T Ford not long before heading out to the
border. The Queanbeyan policeman who tested Johnston for his driver’s licence had
not ridden in a car before and, according to Johnston, was terrified.

Johnston drove the car down via Cooma, the roads inside the Territory being too
rough for the vehicle. He took over from Sheaffe on the rugged, high divide between
the Naas and Murrumbidgee Rivers. The car got nowhere near, nor could Johnston
get his sulky to his advance camp. Like Mouat, he used packhorses to transport his
equipment. He thought he might have to dragoon even his cook into leading a
packhorse to get supplies through the seemingly inaccessible ranges. (The border
survey parties comprised about six people each. Apart from the surveyor there was a
field assistant, chainman, labourers and cook. A chainman’s wage was less than half
that of a surveyor, and a cook - and presumably labourers - got still less.)

The surveyors found earlier survey marks along the border during their work. In
Johnston’s case, enquiries made to the NSW Lands Department at the time revealed
that marks found by him in the south dated from an 1889 survey. It is possible that
some of these may still survive and were found during fieldwork in 1996.
Interestingly Johnston, unlike Mouat, inscribed his reference trees with the number of
the border marker in addition to the usual Commonwealth arrow and ‘CT’
(Commonwealth Territory) marking.

Johnston, as he later revealed in his autobiography Knights and Theodolites, found
the mountain people a source of entertainment. He wrote how a local woman was
fixated by his car. She ‘used to delight in sitting in the stationary car and entertain
her cronies by blowing its raucous horn’. But the bush people got their own back and
told Johnston a swag of tall stories which the young ‘townie’ swallowed.

Unlike Sheaffe and Mouat and the rest of the Canberra staff surveyors, Johnston was
unmarried. One day on the southern border a local grazier asked him why this was
so. The surveyor evasively answered it was because girls were so particular. To this
the farmer responded, ‘you ought to come around our way - my gals ain’t partikalar’.
Johnston affirms in his memoir, ‘I did not call’!
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With Mouat moving south-east from Sentry Box and Johnston heading toward him
from Wrights Hill, completion of the survey was not far off. The two parties met in
late April 1915. They celebrated at Johnston’s camp. His cook, Sid, made a special
dessert: half orange skins hollowed out and filled with jelly.

e

Harry Mouat (left) and Freddie Johnston (2nd left) at
Johnston’s Camp at completion of the border survey. The
other men are Reg Kelly and Kenneth Stretch, with
Iris Mouat in front. (Althea De Salis collection)

THE 1996 FIELD WORK

Of the three surveyors it was Mouat whom I came to know most intimately during the
project, for I had to follow in his footsteps - literally. The section of the border
chosen for fieldwork in order to find surviving markers was the almost 100km from
Mt Coree to the Bobeyan Road. This included all of Mouat’s sector and a little of
Johnston’s. It was not feasible to walk the whole border, hence a third was selected,
and even then I did a lot of fieldwork in my own time. Because of lengthy approach
walks on the overnight trips, the need to walk back to the car on day trips etc, in total
something over 300 kilometres was walked during the project.

Although vehicles today provide ready access to parts of the border, much of this
area of the boundary, being in Namadgi National Park, is quite rightly beyond the
legal reach of vehicles. In the northern and central Brindabellas one can drive to the
border and do day walks, but beyond there the border is out of reach unless you are
prepared to walk long distances, or seek rides in Park vehicles or helicopters which,
to me, was anathema to the spirit of the task.

During the first week in the field, covering Coree to Piccadilly Circus, 1 was joined
by surveyor John Stevens of Lithgow (the Park kindly assisted with accommodation
during this week). With theodolite, ranging pole and electronic distance measurer,
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we surveyed the line in conventional fashion (I was John’s chainman and recorded the
markers found). As I already knew that neither the time nor finance available to the
project would enable this form of fieldwork to be used extensively, the methodology
planned for the rest of the month in the field was compass and pacing. This involved
using Mouat’s and Johnston’s original fieldbook bearings and distances between
markers and transposing them onto copies of the FC18 border charts produced
following the original survey. Global Positioning System (GPS) equipment was also
trialled for a day, courtesy of ACT Land Information Office staff Russell Wenholz,
Kevin Freund and Ray Griffiths; however it did not prove wholly conclusive.
Despite its admittedly rudimentary nature, the compass and pacing method was I
believe the best for the project given the constraints mentioned above.

The 100km section chosen contains the highest and much of the most rugged part of
the ACT-NSW border. It was chosen because (among other reasons) it contained,
apart from the bulldozed firebreak mentioned above, much relatively undisturbed
country which was definitely known to contain surviving markers, and was easier of
access than the lengths of the border surrounded by private property (easier officially
though not physically). I did about half the fieldwork on my own, and for the other
half was accompanied at various times either by the people mentioned above or by
Stephanie Haygarth, Ian McLeod, David Cregan or Stan Goodhew. During the
overnight camping trips base camps were established from which daily walks went
out onto the border line.

Rediscovering the timber, iron, stone and concrete markers left by Mouat and
Johnston was always exciting. It was a connection in time. It also gave insights into
the experiences of the surveyors and their staff.

On the southern boundary
masses of exposed granite
characterise the country.
Along from Mt Kelly the
slabs and boulders must have
demanded considerable
dexterity of Mouat and his
men, for some of the markers
were installed in very
difficult positions, many
requiring the climbing of
boulders. One at Ileast
required ‘the men to jump a
small chasm. Was there any
thought of mutiny among the

1ab b ders? Matthew Higgins (right) with Ian McLeod on the
abourers here, one Wonders:”  cummit of Mount Kelly during fieldwork, 1996.
(Photo by David Cregan)
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Or at The Rolling Grounds you can sit and contemplate the heavy, large canvas tents
lugged along the ranges by the packhorses and erected here in 1914. Those camps
were a far cry from today’s hi-tech, super light camp gear.

Probably the most exciting finds were the surveyors’ hand-carved inscriptions on
reference trees (particularly the rare mile reference trees). Although many have
succumbed to bushfire and natural decay (and the wounding blazed shields
themselves), numbers of the trees survive today with their finely carved
Commonwealth arrows (the state arrow underlined with a bar), the letters ‘CT’
(Commonwealth Territory) and other codes.

By the time the Bobeyan Road had been reached it was early winter and a good time
to be out of the mountains. A total of 272 marks were found; the project report
records each one and makes recommendations on their conservation. A key element
in conserving the markers is education - both for members of the public who are
likely to encounter markers, and for government agencies whose activities may
impinge on the markers. The markers still define the ACT-NSW border on the
ground, they represent heritage sites of considerable significance, and they are also
memorials to three men whose place in Australia’s survey history, it is hoped, will
not be forgotten.

Copyright, Matthew Higgins.

The project report, Surveyors at the Snowline: Surveying the ACT-NSW border
1910-1915, can be consulted by researchers at the office of the National Trust of
Australia (ACT) at Light Street, Griffith, ACT 2603. Copies are also held by the ACT
Land Information Office in Canberra and the NSW Land Information Centre at
Bathurst. It is possible that the report will be published in book form. This paper is
an expanded version of an article that appeared in The Canberra Times on 18 August
1996.
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