“No 3CRU”
I was a fighter controller posted to 3CRU between 1969 and 1972.  Here are a few stories of my experiences.

“Nearly There!”

I arrived at 3CRU to find a disillusion crew of people.  Operational staff had been at the unit for well over 12 months – but many, many problems had delayed the transfer of the new HUBCAP Air Defence system to an operational status.  Keeping oneself busy – and “sane” was a little difficult at times.  Some people kept busy by doing some gardening – and sometimes a few games of volley ball.

But we also had some occasions to use the system for training.  I had a great interest in new technology, and a keen interest in mathematics, so I found the new computerised system at 3CRU to be absolutely fascinating – even if it was not yet actually operational.
Each month we had a Unit Parade and the CO would take the opportunity to try and boost the morale of the team.  One month he was especially upbeat.  He announced enthusiastically that he was very encouraged by a meeting with the contractor the previous day.  He said that following months of very hard work by all concerned it now appeared that there were only two problems that remained to be overcome before the unit could become operational: (1) hardware, and (2) software!
“Could Have Been Worse!”

The early days at 3CRU really were very boring!  There as a limit to how much volley ball we could play – or gardens to dig – or episodes of Sesame Street to watch on television!

I was just a little “desperate” to do something.  Anything!  So I started visiting the Orderly Room quite often, submitting applications to do courses.  ANY courses!

Finally, the RAAF honoured my wish – and despatched me on a “Jungle Survival Course”, held in the mountains not far from Nerang – near the Gold Coast.  The course was run out of Amberley and each of the people on the course was kitted-out with all sorts of stuff – including an old parachute canopy, some survival ration packs – and a variety of other things that we might have in the event of an air crash.

It wasn’t the easiest thing I’ve done in my life – but it most certainly was a welcome change from doing nothing!
At the end of the course it was time to hand back all the kit that had been issued.  A sergeant checked-in all my gear – but discovered that one item was missing – a plastic pea-whistle.  “Oh”, I said, “I know where that is” – and went off to get it.  I returned shortly after and handed it to the sergeant.  “Thank you, sir!” he said.

Several weeks later a note arrived for me from the Pay Section – telling me to report for “Repayment Parade”.  It said I owed the Air Force 45 cents for a plastic pea-whistle.

WHAT!  I DID RETURN THE WHISTLE!!

I went to the Pay Section and protested that there was “no way” that I was going to pay the 45 cents!

A few weeks later I was having lunch in the Mess and opposite me was the Squadron Leader Senior Accounting Officer.  He asked me whether I’d paid the 45 cents yet.  I rather sternly replied that I had not.  He then leant towards me and quietly, but rather seriously, explained that I HAD to pay the 45 cents.  He said that he completely believed me when I said that I had returned the whistle –BUT, he said, that’s entirely beside the point.  He said that it was MY responsibility to ensure that the sergeant had signed-off the return of the whistle.  And I hadn’t.  Thus, in effect, the 45 cents was my “penalty” for having failed to do what it was my responsibility to do!

“AND”, he continued, “Just think how lucky you are … it could have been a jet engine!”
He was right, of course, and I paid the 45 cents.
“Habits are Hard to Change!”

The rules that prevailed in 1970 were such that since 3CRU was an off-base unit – the Pay Officer had to have an armed escort – a senior NCO with a pistol.  (Goodness knows what the legal situation would be if the gun were used!)
I had done Pay Parades many times but following the plastic whistle incident I had decided to be very careful to make sure that I very, very carefully followed all accounting rules and procedures “to the letter”.

When it was next my turn to do the pay I arrived at Pay Section with my armed NCO, a sergeant.  A corporal had all of our “stuff” ready – and he handed me two copies of the “Pay Procedure” orders – one for the sergeant to read and sign – and one for me to read and sign.  The sergeant had also done pay parades many times and knew the procedure “by heart”.  However, I told him he HAD to read the procedure completely – and make certain that he understood exactly what was required.  At the same time I read through the three pages of instructions.
Well, blow-me-down, to my considerable surprise – and to the great surprise of the sergeant too – the instruction bore very little similarity AT ALL to what I had always done!  In the past I had always done what everyone else did!

We each signed our copies of the instructions – counted all the cash – and then departed for 3CRU.

The procedure I had always used was that the boxes of pay books and the printed pay sheets were laid-out in front of the NCO – and the NCO also had all the cash.  The members would line-up on the side of the NCO – who counted-out the cash – placed it in the pay book – and handed it to the paying officer – who would check the cash and pay it – as the member signed the pay book.  The member would then accept the cash – salute – and walk-off.
BUT – the instructions were different.  They said that the procedure should be reversed.  The paying officer was to keep the cash.  Each member was to present themselves to the paying officer first – who would count-out the cash – after the member had signed both the pay sheet and pay book.  The officer would hand the cash to the NCO – who would check it and hand it to the member.  The instructions said nothing about when or if the member should salute.
As you might imagine – there was total confusion.  Everyone “naturally” lined-up on the side of the sergeant – and I had to keep telling everyone to do it the other way.  The Airmen thought the whole thing was hilarious, but the CO and senior officers were NOT amused!  I was “invited” to go and have a chat to the CO. I arrived at his office with the sergeant.  The CO asked me to come in – but the sergeant should wait outside.  “But sir”, I said, “My instructions are that the sergeant and I must never leave one another’s company!”

It was obvious that the CO was quite angry, but he said that I should “finish the pay” – and then come back and see him.

When I came back about an hour later he was clearly still not at all happy – but I have a feeling that he may have spoken to one of the Accounting Officers to check up on what was going on.  Whereas I expected a rather terse “talking-to” from the CO – rather he said that he wasn’t happy that there had been so much “confusion”.  He said that in future if I wanted to do things “differently” I should get one or two Airmen to “organise” the pay parade so that everyone understands what to do!
“The World is Flat”

One day I was using a controller’s console practising accessing the various grid reference functions.  One could enquire, for example, about a certain location by asking the system to give the position as a range/bearing – an x/y co-ordinate, a GEOREF co-ordinate – or even as Latitude/Longitude.  This was “light years” ahead of the analogue radar system I’d been trained on at 1CRU.  But my mathematical background made me intrigued to know exactly how these grid references were calculated.  So – I knocked on the door of the hut where the SCSL programmers worked.  One of the guys opened the door.  I asked to see the “rules” explaining how the various grid references were calculated.  That caused a stir.  No-one had asked such a question before and there was a kerfuffle over whether or not I “should” be given access to such “highly classified” material!
The Squadron Leader responsible for operations was consulted and he ruled that I did indeed have a “need to know” – and that I should be given access to any rules I asked for.

That resolved, I was invited in to the “programming hut” and pointed to the cupboard that contained all the books of rules.  It took a little while to get to understand what I was looking at – but then realised – to my horror – that the rules were entirely flawed.  There was no effort at all to use any three-dimensional geometry.  Rather, the rules determined all grid references as very simple offsets from the “base” location of the radar.  In other words: the rules blandly presumed that the world was flat!!
I immediately protested!  It’s wrong, I exclaimed!
I expected that someone would understand the importance of this discovery.  But – no.  Instead I was quietly counselled.  I was told that, to stop the computer system from becoming too bulky and inefficient, it was necessary, sometimes, to “cut a few corners”, and so, within the operational region that the radar covered – the inaccuracy that resulted from the “simple” calculations was so tiny that it was of no consequence.

I fully understood the meaning of what I was told, but I was not convinced that the error was all that tiny at all!  As far as I could see it was simply PRESUMED that the error was tiny.  I didn’t believe that anyone had actually calculated it.  So – I would.

The Williamtown Base Squadron library had a book of 13-figure log tables which I needed for my quest.  My first task was to develop the mathematics to “really” cross-calculate between a Latitude/Longitude and a radar range/bearing.  That was NOT a trivial task!  That done I then set about calculating the positional deviation between a real location and a “wrong” location (ie, one determined using “flat world” calculations).  I wanted to present my results graphically at ranges from 50 NM out to 500 NM.  That was further than the radar could “see” (normally, anyway) – but I felt it was necessary to reach some standard airline reporting points because the computer needed to “draw” the flight path corresponding to every flight plan.

It took several weeks of “slog” – but I finally completed the work and presented it to my Squadron Leader.  The report showed that the deviation WITHIN the radar coverage was quite significant – and outside radar coverage it was “huge”.  Next day I was invited to explain (in English!) what it all meant – which I did.
The result was that the contractor was formally challenged – and they immediately agreed to make changes to reduce the deviation so that it REALLY was trivially small.
In other words – they accepted that the world was not flat after all!

 “OH NO!”

My parents lived in Sydney and so on most weekends I would leave Williamtown on Friday evening and spend the weekend in Sydney.  One Friday a flight sergeant came to see me.  He said he’d heard that I went to Sydney each weekend.  Yes, that’s right, I replied.  He then explained his problem.  There was a new plotters’ course starting the following Monday and he needed twenty copies of all the training manuals printed.  At the very last minute he’d found out that the Base printer was only authorised to deal with material up to “CONFIDENTIAL” – but all the training manuals were “SECRET”.  The only possible way he could get the manuals printed was at 1CRU.  So, he asked me if I would take the original copies of the manuals to 1CRU on Friday evening – and bring back the printed material ready for the course on Monday.
“No problem!” I replied.

I arrived at 1CRU at about 9:30pm and found a sergeant and an LAC waiting for me.  I handed them the original material – and left them to work over the weekend producing all the offset masters and printing-off the required copies.

The plan was for me to collect the printed manuals at about 5pm on Sunday evening – so at 3pm I rang to make sure they would be ready.  NO!  The sergeant explained that the offset machine had given them lots of trouble and they were behind schedule.  They wouldn’t be ready to be collected until about 9pm.  That suited me just fine – because it gave me time to have dinner at home before I departed.

I arrived at 1CRU at 9pm.  At about 9:30 everything was finished – and all the material was loaded into the back of my station wagon.

It was after midnight when I finally arrived at Williamtown.  As I drove through the main gate onto the Base a terrible realisation struck me.  “OH, NO!”  WHAT THE HELL WAS I GOING TO DO TO SECURE A WHOLE HEAP OF SECRET MATERIAL OVERNIGHT??
I pulled to the side of the road and tried to collect my thoughts.  This was a terrible situation!  I was tired and there was no way I could stay awake all night.  And I couldn’t stack them under my bed for the night!  WHAT WAS I TO DO?
I finally concluded that there was only one possible solution.  The only “secure” place to which I had access was – 3CRU.  I drove to the Guard Commander’s hut and signed-out a key to the back gate of the airfield, on the road up to 3CRU.  I rang the guard at 3CRU to warm him that I was coming.  I copped a string of “language” from the guard.  He apparently thought I was a drunken Airman trying to pull a stunt.  Twenty minutes later I stopped at the gate to 3CRU.  The guard and his dog were standing way back from the gate – and he shouted that there was “no way” that he was letting me come in – no matter who I said I was.

It took about 30 minutes before I finally managed to get him to come close enough to the gate to see my ID and see that I REALLY did have a whole stack of books with red covers marked “SECRET”.  In the end he did let me in – but he said he would accompany me every step of the way.  No problem!
And so – the situation was “saved”.  The plotters’ course went ahead on the Monday morning without a hitch!

“Military Specifications”

We are all familiar with the term “military specifications”.  When the military wants something – it has to be robust and reliable.  As far as possible it must continue to function, even if damaged.
After some time at 3CRU I was transferred from operations to the computer programming section – to become one of the initial team of RAAF people to take-over the maintenance of the operational software from Plessey and SCSL.

These days we are familiar with computers having Operating Systems – and running individual programs.  But the HUBCAP system was different.  There was the computer (a Marconi Myriad) – and there was “the system” – a huge program that fulfilled all functions.  There were nominally many hundreds of program modules, and each would be assembled into a “relocatable object”.  About every three months a new system would be “built” – called a “Link Edit”.  It was a big job, taking the best part of a full day – and was usually done on a Sunday.

It was my turn to do the Link Edit.  On the Friday evening I’d got everything ready – all the object tapes and plenty of spools of paper tape and a few rolls of paper for the printer.

I arrived at the unit on the Sunday morning.  The guard came over with a key and unlocked the door to the annex to the computer cabin.  He opened the door and suddenly a cloud of thick white smoke poured out the door.  I had no idea what, exactly, was going wrong – but it seemed obvious that it was “a bit serious”.  I reached-in and threw the main power switch – and the guard and I stood back while the cloud of smoke continued pouring out of the doorway.  After a couple of minutes it seemed like it might be safe enough to look inside.  I checked to make quite sure there was no fire – and then rang the Engineering Officer.  The engineering people arrived and I decided to leave them to it.  There was no way that a Link Edit was going to happen on this Sunday!
It took the engineers a long time to piece-together all the evidence and work-out exactly what had happened.  The story went like this:

(
There was a lot of electronic equipment in the computer cabin, and all of it generated heat.  To keep the cabin cool there were several large “military specification” Westinghouse air conditioning units fastened to the walls.  Each unit sat on a drip pan to collect water – and there was a small spout on the outside of the cabin for water to drain.  The units were designed such that they would detect if they iced-up – and would go into a reverse-cycle to melt the ice – before returning to a cooling cycle.
(
The night before one of the air conditioners did ice-up – and that caused the unit to switch to a reverse cycle to melt the ice.  HOWEVER – a “friendly” bush spider had found the overflow water spout to be an ideal home – and had spun a web inside it.  The water rose in the drip pan – until the water found an exit path.  There was a small cable hanging down from above which touched the side of the drip pan – and then descended into a cable tray.  When the water touched the cable surface tension caused the water to adhere to the cable and run down the cable into the cable tray.
(
The water spread-out along the cable tray – until it found another “exit” – a hole underneath where some more cables came through.  The water ran down one of these cables to the lowest point – and then dripped-down – right onto the tape run-out toggle switch on the console paper tape punch.  The water caused the switch to short-circuit in the “run-out all holes punched” position – which caused an entire spool of paper tape to be punched-out.
(
The punch operated at 150 characters/second and after a while the cutters became red-hot from the huge friction generated by this run-away operation.  Eventually the cutters seized-up and that made the motor burn-out – which is what caused all the thick white smoke.
(
Meanwhile, the water continued to drip.  It formed a big pool of water on the top of the Myriad computer – and finally found its way right down into the guts of the computer.
(
When everything was dried-out and cleaned – and then tested – it was found that so many printed circuit boards and other components had been damaged that the RAAF didn’t have enough spare parts to repair the damage.  Extra parts had to be shipped out from the UK.
(
The paper tape punch was damaged beyond repair – but there was one in stores.
The upshot was that the Myriad computer was off-the-air for a couple of months!  So much for “military specifications”.  A tiny spider had put a whole Air Defence radar system out of action for two months!
“No Friends Left … !!”

Being a young and unmarried junior officer presented a major disadvantage: my “turn” as Orderly Officer came-around remarkably regularly!
With only a few months of my Short-Service Commission yet to serve – my “turn” came around once again.  Just before 5pm I went to the Base Squadron Adjutant’s office to get the “OO” armband, logbook – and keys to a vehicle.  Shortly afterwards the Orderly Sergeant contacted me and asked me what he should do.  I arranged to meet him in five minutes time outside the Base Squadron Headquarters, because I had to go there to sight a few priority messages.

The Sergeant introduced himself – and proudly told me that it was his first time as Orderly Sergeant – he’d only recently been promoted.  I asked him to stay with the vehicle.  I said I would be back in a couple of minutes after visiting the communications centre.

It was dusk.  I walked through the Base Squadron Headquarters huts towards the communications centre – but suddenly stopped, having noticed that a side door to one of the huts was ajar.  I had a quick scan around.  It was now close to 6pm – and there was no sign of any “life” in any of the Headquarters buildings.  I walked over to the door and had a look inside.  Not a soul to be seen – and it was now rather dark.  I beckoned to the sergeant.  I told him to go to the Headquarters main door and check it – and then come into the room where I was about to enter.  A few moments later we met – he’d found the front door open too – and had walked through the building to meet me.  I looked around and found highly classified material on one desk – and an unlocked strongbox also containing highly classified material.  I rang the Service Police – and the Duty Officer.
I logged all of this while I waited for the SPs to arrive – then the sergeant and I departed.  I thought to myself that this was a quite remarkable situation – and realised, of course, that someone would find themselves in deep doo-doo!

It was time to drive around the base for the first general “security check” – which included checking a few drains for possible fuel leaks.  All “very exciting stuff”!
The first stop was the Photographic Section.  I asked the sergeant to check the windows – and I checked the front door.  Unlocked!  What’s going on, I thought to myself!  I’d carried-out security checks many times before and never found an unlocked building – once.  Now – two in one night.  Maybe the Mess had been serving “wild mushrooms”!

Once again I rang the Service Police and waited for them to arrive.

We drove just a little further and I decided to give 481 Maintenance Squadron building a check.  It was a large brick building.  I checked the front door and was actually a little surprised to discover that it was locked!  I asked the sergeant to check all windows and doors going around the building to the right – and I would check to the left.  We met at the back of the building – having found everything all properly secure.  We were standing next to a service entrance.  There was an entrance area partly blocked by crates of empty Coke bottles a few other sundry items.  At the back there was one more door to check.  Unlocked!  Gee, I thought, this is so unusual!  The sergeant and I walked into the building to see what we could find.  Lights were on in several areas – a radio was playing quite loudly – and there were books open all over the place, INCLUDING some that were classified.  But then we came into an Orderly Room – and found the majority of filing cabinets unlocked.  Then we found a couple of SECRET workshop manuals.  BUT – not a single person anywhere.

Another call to the Service Police – and I filled-in the logbook while I waited.

(Later I found out that a shift of people were rostered to work that evening – but that they had all gone to dinner at the same time – and had left the back boor “ajar” so they could get back in.)

The rest of the night was uneventful!

Next morning I handed the armband, logbook and car keys to the Adjutant.  “I hear you had a busy night!” she quipped.

A week or two later I was sitting in the crew room at 3CRU when in walked the unit security officer.  He had just returned from a monthly security meeting at Base Squadron.  He was a long-serving Flight Lieutenant.  He looked at me a little sternly – hesitated for a short time – and then said, “Ron – I believe you’re leaving the Air Force soon”.

“Yes”, I replied, “my commission finishes in a couple of months”.

“May be just as well”, he said, “because you don’t have many friends left in the Air Force!”

Apparently the various security breaches that I reported had resulted in disciplinary action against several people, including: a Group Captain – two Wing Commanders – and a few NCOs.

