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Richmond. 
 
A lot of people have spent time at Richmond. In the 1960’s it was one of the RAAF’s major 
bases being home to 11 Sqn with their Neptunes, 36 and 37 Sqns with their Hercs and 38 Sqn 
with their Caribous and a couple of Daks. There were also major maintenance squadrons like 
486 Sqn and 2AD as well as Air Movements, Comms, a major hospital and a very active Base 
Sqn. Base Duty Crew was very busy with a multitude of visiting aircraft dropping in most days, 
aircraft like the RAF’s Shackletons and Vulcans and the USAF’s Douglas C-124 Globemasters. 
Richmond back then was a very busy base. 
 
But different times demand different assets, 11 Sqn went off to Edinburgh, 36 Sqn went to 
Amberley, 38 Sqn to Townsville, 486 Sqn was taken over by Qantas, 3 RAAF hospital has 
been demolished and 2AD just disappeared. These days it is not the busy hub that is used to 
be and the blue uniforms on base have been reduced considerably.   

 
We were in the vicinity of the Base in March 2014 and MediaOps in Canberra and Flt Lt Adlai 
Dehal at Richmond were both very helpful in arranging for us to have a look around. 
 
After reporting to the guard room, which like at other Bases is manned by civvies, getting 
photographed and being issued with a pass, we reported to the Base Head Quarters where we 
were introduced to WOFF Kevin Dransfield and met with Tyson Fisher who was good enough 
to show us around.  
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We left Richmond in 1971 and hadn’t been back since. Externally, not a lot has changed. 
Richmond is not like the Army’s Gallipoli Barracks in Brisbane where some-one who returned 
after an absence of 45 years would not recognise a thing, at Richmond everything is readily 
recognisable. 
 

 

Tyson Fisher, our host at Richmond. 

 
As the Mess had been one of the important buildings in our life back then, we thought it would 
be good to start there. In the 1970’s the Airman’s mess would feed thousands of people three 
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times a day and although it was “de rigueur” to grumble about the quality of the food, we were 
lucky as the food was pretty good and no-one went hungry. Most visiting Army blokes used to 
think it was 5 star! 

 
After passing “Peter’s paper shop”, out the front, blokes lined up here then filed past the hot 
food area where if you asked for a bit more, you got the standard reply from the RAAF cooks, 
“We’re here to feed you, not fatten you”. 
 

  
 
The food serve area, still the same after all those years. Perhaps that just goes to prove they 
got it right way back then. 

http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/de#English
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/rigueur#English
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The tables and chairs are a bit better than they used to be and we can see that the mess has 
finally been air conditioned. It used to be rather warm in summer and the old ceiling fans just 
couldn’t crack it. We can remember an Airman’s Ball which was held in the Mess back in 1969 
or 1970 when the portable tarmac air-con plants had to be towed over from the 36Sqn and cold 
air pumped in through the windows to make the place bearable. 
 

http://www.austradesecure.com/radschool/Vol31/Page8.htm
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Over the road from the Mess were the Airman’s accommodation blocks – commonly referred to 
as the dongas. Back then there were 4 blokes to a room with a central toilet/shower amenities 
section (the ablutions) in the centre of the block. Each “block” housed 33 blokes to a floor, 32 in 
the 8 rooms and 1 in the floor NCO room.  

 
These days 4 to a room would never do, though in our day I think a lot of us used to really 
enjoy it. It was a time when communal living helped to make some very good and long lasting 
friends, a time when what you owned was “pooled” along with the stuff belonging to your room 
mates and you could borrow from it as and when needed. Clothes, money, radio grams, 
records, transistors, even cars could be borrowed and often were.  

 
Today the entrance into the room has 
changed, the windows each side of the 
single door have been halved, two doors 
fitted where there used to be one and a wall 
positioned from the doorway to the rear wall 
dividing the one large room into two. Each 
occupant now has his/her own room and it 
is sad to see that they are padlocked. With 
4 to a room we never had locks on the door, 
anyone could just walk in but I can’t 
remember anyone ever losing anything. 
 
Of course, panics have gone too, though 
perhaps that’s not such a good thing, as 
much as everyone hated them they did 
ensure a high degree of cleanliness. In 
1984 the Commonwealth passed the non-
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discrimination act (on the grounds of sex, marital status or pregnancy) which changed things for 
ever. The RAAF’s living in policy which required unmarried personnel to live in barracks on 
base was suddenly illegal. No longer could there be a different requirement or expectation that 
single people would live on base, any more than a married person would be required to so do. 
Blokes vacated the blocks in droves and 
when they went so did the panic. 
 
But during the live-in stage, each week the 
RAAF would provide one clean sheet for its 
lodgers. Monday morning you would pull one 
sheet off your bed and place it out the front of 
your room. The block NCO, who used to live 
in his private little room in the stair well, would 
arrange to have all the dirty sheets collected 
and replaced with one clean one. (If you knew 
how to work the system you could get two). In 
the late 1960’s, early 1970’s, one such NCO was that tyrant John Donohue (below). John 

would constantly patrol his charges, wearing his 
white gloves and checking for dust on desks and 
window sills – or perhaps I’m getting him mixed up 
with someone else. 
 
In between the two story blocks was the Airman’s 
laundry. In an age before earth leakage circuits, this 
building housed about half a dozen Lightburn 
washing machines which would permanently sit in 
about half an inch of water and where blokes would 

do their washing in bare feet so as not to ruin their shoes. If the weather was not favourable for 
drying on the outside line, clothes could be placed in the drying room which was an insulated 
room heated to about a million degrees and which turned all your clothes to stiff boards. 
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The wash rooms also housed a well-attended game of chance each pay night. 
 
Not far from the living quarters was the ASCO canteen. ASCO has long gone, to be replaced 
eventually with AAFCANS, the Army, Air Force Canteen Service. Although the interior has 
been completely remodelled, the patronage has dropped off considerably, perhaps due to the 
fact that the number of people on base has also dropped or perhaps they just miss Dell running 
the food counter and Blue Silk churning out those Welch Rarebits. 
 

 
Just outside the old ASCO canteen is the Airman’s “Boozer” and beer garden. Years ago it was 
virtually compulsory to “hit the boozer” straight after knock off and to drink there until 6.00pm 

when overalls were banned.  This was supposed to get the troops home and into the shower 
before dinner went off in the Mess. Most would come back after dinner and drink until close at 
10.00pm 

http://www.foodnetwork.com/recipes/alton-brown/welsh-rarebit-recipe.html
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Long gone now are the Laminex topped tables, Namco chairs and the Bakelite ash-trays. Also 
long gone is the partition that used to separate the Blokes’ end from the Blokettes’ end. Prior to 
the Anti-Discrimination Act, the WRAAFs had their own section and blokes were not allowed in 
unless invited and signed in.  
 

 
A few Blokes would work in the “boozer” after stand down, spending one week on, two off. This 
was to top up their income as in 1971 the gross fortnightly pay for an LAC group 15 was $43.46 
($1,129.96 pa) which didn’t go an awful long way. Until he got his third, Bob Pearman was the 
boss man behind the bar!! 
 

../Pay%20Book.htm
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As everyone who spent time there knows, Richmond could be a cold and foggy place in winter 
but in summer it could and did get very hot. With so many people living on Base, the pool next 
to the old ASCO canteen was very well attended during those warmer months and it was not 
unknown for blokes to detour via the pool for a look-see whenever the WRAAFs were out 
sunning themselves. 

 
The WRAAFs lived across the road from the Canteen area but back then these buildings were 
more of a prison then a living area. Although the girls had single rooms, they were severely 
restricted in their movements. Monday (or panic) nights it was definitely lock in and for the rest 
of the week there was (I think) a mid-night curfew with bed check, though we did know of a few 
adventurous girls who managed to circumvent this.  
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These buildings were strictly out of bounds to all male bodies, though it is fair to say a few 
blokes did manage to sneak a peek inside. Then, in about 1971 the bed checks were 
abolished, to the relief of many. Below, the back of the WRAAF blocks. 
 

 
 
And finally, the powers that be came to the realisation, “if you can’t beat them…………” 
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On reflection, it is surprising the number of blokes and blokettes that met and married while 
serving at Richmond (it would probably be the same at other bases) and it is also surprising the 
number that are still together.  
 
The Sergeants’ Mess, built in 1932, lives just across the grass, (which was the original parade 
ground) from the WRAAFery, whether this was by design or just pot luck no one knows but we 
do know there were not too many complaints.  

 
The pic above is part of the old mess.   
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The Sergeants’ dining room, it was thought prudent to have the girls eat here with the 
Sergeants – to keep them safe from those marauding Airman.  

 
Above, the Sergeants’ bar area, and below their living quarters. 
 

 
 

Law of Probability - The probability of being watched is directly proportional to the stupidity of 
your act. 
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The old entrance to Richmond. 
 

 
RAAF Base Richmond was the first Air Force base to be established in New South Wales and 
the second within Australia. In 1915 the NSW Government had set up an Aviation School on 
Ham Common (as it was called) at Richmond to train military pilots for the Australian Flying 
Corps at Point Cook. The land was reserved in 1916 to be the first government owned civil 
aerodrome in Australia and was purchased by the Commonwealth in 1923, becoming the 
second military air base in Australia, after Point Cook. In 1925 the first Air Force element in 
New South Wales, No 3 Squadron, which operated Airco DH.9 light bombers and Royal Aircraft 
Factory S.E.5 fighters, was formed at Richmond. From 1923 to 1936, it was also used as an 
alternate airport for Sydney with Sir Charles Kingsford-Smith landing the Southern Cross there 
after his trans-Pacific flight in 1928 and Miss Jean Batten landing after her solo flight from 
England in 1935. 
 
Originally the base was contained behind the brick gate way but in January 1940, with Australia 
at War, Richmond became No.2 Recruit Depot and a tin city was set up on the land where the 
Canteen, Airman’s Mess and Airman’s living quarters are now situated. Soon after a theatre 
was built to keep the troops entertained and then some time after it was relocated to its current 
position. During the War, Richmond developed into a base of major importance to Australia’s 
defence then during the Cold War era of the 1960s the base facilities were expanded to twice 
their original size.  
 
At the outbreak of World War 2, Nos 3, 6, 9 and 22 Squadrons were based at Richmond, 
together with No. 2 Aircraft Depot. No. 8 Squadron formed on 11 September 1939 and No. 11 
Squadron two weeks later. It has since evolved from a combat centre to become the home of 
Air Lift Group. As such, the base is now the hub of logistics support for the Australian Defence 
Force. 
 
In January 2013, No. 35 Squadron was re-formed at Richmond, under the control of No. 84 
Wing. The squadron will expand to approximately 250 personnel by 2015, when it will begin 
operating the RAAF's ten C-27J Spartan transport aircraft. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Airco_DH.9
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Aircraft_Factory_S.E.5
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Aircraft_Factory_S.E.5
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The Metro theatre, situated in front of the old Main Gate – looking a little tired these days. 
 

 
Situated down the back of the base, “out of sight, out of mind” is the old 38 Sqn hangar from 
when the Caribous were based at Richmond. The new building further along, with the two large 
handles stuck on the wall, is the parachute packing centre. 
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This grassed area, with the old 38 Sqn and parachute hangars in the background, is where 3 
RAAF Hospital used to live. The hospital these days is outside the base walls on the back road 
from the front gate to Richmond.  
 

 
This hospital doubles up as the area hospital for the civvy population of Richmond/Windsor and 
for the troops on the Base. A pedestrian gate in the fence around the Base opens onto the 
zebra crossing enabling sick parade attendees to walk to the hospital. 
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While we were in the area, we decided to have a look around at some of the old haunts we 
used to frequent all those years ago.  

 
The main street of Windsor (George) is unrecognisable having been turned into a pedestrian 
mall some time back. Another change is the Fitzroy Hotel where many a cold ale was 
consumed on many a day. 
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The Wilberforce Hotel, now called the Heritage Hotel, has definitely seen better days, once the 
water ski hub for the area, it suffered a fire some years ago and doesn’t seem to have 
recovered. 

 
 
The Windsor RSL hasn’t changed a lot over the years either.  

 
 
 

Law of Close Encounters - The probability of meeting someone you know increases 
dramatically when you are with someone you don't want to be seen with. 
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Going into Richmond is like going back in a time warp, apart from a Woolies shopping centre at 
the other end of town, not an awful lot has changed, perhaps that’s why!!! 

 
 
One change we did notice though is the ‘beach’ area under the Richmond bridge.  

 
Unfortunately, it has now long gone. Where people used to swim or picnic or barby or just sit 
and enjoy has been handed back to the little green frogs and the birds and the lizards. Oxygen 
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producing shrubbery has been allowed to overrun 
the area where once those dirty CO2 producing 
humans used to frolic – that’s progress!!  
 
No longer will the likes of Donohue and Lewis be 
able to take their dirty snags and steaks onto the 
river bank and defoul the atmosphere with their 
carbon producing fires, or drip sunscreen lotion all 
over the pristine sand or pollute the crystal clear 
waters of the Hawkesbury – thanks goodness we 
can now all sleep soundly with the knowledge that 
our environment is in safe hands. 
 
 
RAAF Base Richmond comprising the main east/west 7,000ft runway, hangars, adjacent huts 
and cottages has historical, design and social significance. The base contains many historically 
significant buildings including warehouses, hangars, the old main gate, the Officers’ mess, 
married quarters and landscape elements including Bunya Pines, Cypresses, Oleanders, Port 
Jackson Figs. Jacarandas and Cypress trees. 
 
The runway is the dominant functional element of the base. 
 
Long may it live and function. 
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Law of the Theatre and Football Arena - At any event, the people whose seats are furthest 
from the aisle, always arrive last. They are the ones who will leave their seats several times to 
go for food, beer or the toilet and who leave early before the end of the performance or the 
game is over. The folks in the aisle seats come early, never move once, have long gangly legs 
or big bellies and stay to the bitter end of the performance. The aisle people also are very surly 
folk. 

 
 


