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Welcome to the 100th edition of the REA (Survey) Newsletter 

When the first REA (Survey) Newsletter was published in April 2000, it marked the beginning of 
what has become an enduring chronicle of our Branch and its members. Twenty-six years later, it 
has evolved into the publication you are reading today, capturing the stories, achievements and 
shared experiences of those who serve and have served within the Military Survey and Geographic 
community. 
 

 
 
Reaching our 100th issue is a significant milestone for the Association and its newsletter. Over the 
past 26 years, it has reflected the strength of our community, the enduring friendships forged 
through service, and the willingness of members to share their experiences, memories and 
achievements. Together, these contributions have created a lasting archive of our shared history 
and helped preserve the camaraderie that remains at the heart of the Association. 
 
This edition also marks an important change for the Branch as we welcome Colonel (Retd) Richard 
Blunt as our new Chairman. Richard brings a wealth of experience from an outstanding career in 
the Royal Engineers and the wider geospatial community, and we wish him every success as he 
leads the Association into its next chapter. 
 
At the same time, we would like to record our sincere thanks to Mark Burrows, who steps down 
after ten years as Chairman. Throughout his tenure, Mark provided outstanding leadership, guiding 
the Branch through significant milestones and challenges. His commitment to maintaining close 
links with the serving Geographic community has strengthened the Association and ensured it 
remains relevant and vibrant. 
 
Finally, this newsletter can only thrive with your support. Whether you have attended a reunion,  
uncovered an interesting piece of Military Survey history, or simply have a story or photograph that 
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would interest fellow members, we would love to hear from you. Every contribution helps preserve 
our shared heritage and keeps us connected, wherever we may be. 
 
Here's to the next 100 editions! 

 
 

Colonel (Retd) RM Blunt BEng (Hons) MSc MInstRE 
 

Richard Blunt was commissioned into the Royal Engineers in Dec 92 and started his combat 
engineer career in Germany prior to completing a civil engineering degree at Royal Military College 
of Science (Shrivenham).  Subsequent regimental duty was back in Germany in armoured recce 
and working as engineer safety on the UK ranges in Canada. He then became the Regimental 
Operations Officer in Yorkshire which included two tours of Kosovo.  
 
He attended the Army Survey Course in Aug 01, finishing as top student and was assigned to 3 UK 
Division, deploying to Iraq as the Chief Geospatial Officer for Multi-National Division (South East) 
in 2003.  Following a capability development role in MOD Main Building,London, he was allowed 
back to Germany to command 45 Field Support Squadron.  He returned to the Geospatial fold in 
2007, becoming Chief of Staff of the Joint Aeronautical Geospatial Organisation and then on to 8 
Engineer Brigade, which included a tour to Afghanistan as the SO2 Operations in HQ Joint Force 
Support (AFG) in 2009. 
 

 

On promotion to Lieutenant Colonel, he assumed a new 
geospatial role in NATO’s Joint Warfare Centre, 
Stavanger, Norway, responsible for the provision of 
geospatial data and services to all NATO exercises. He 
then commanded 42 Engineer Regiment (Geographic) 
during the unit’s move to RAF Wyton. Later than 
programmed, he attended the Advanced Command and 
Staff Course prior to promotion to Colonel and a move 
to the USA, leading the team responsible for the 
development of NATO Intelligence and Geospatial 
capability at HQ Supreme Allied Command 
Transformation. In Aug 2019, he returned to the UK as 
Deputy Head Plans and Commander Royal Engineers 
(Geographic) of the newly formed National Centre for 
Geospatial Intelligence (NCGI), part of Defence 
Intelligence. He then moved back to NATO, assuming 
the role of Branch Head Engineer Operations at NATO’s 
Joint Force Command Brunssum in Dec 2021 - a 
(re)defining moment for NATO after the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine. Prior to retirement in Oct 25, he led 
the ASGARD team for 6 months 

 
He is married to Louise and has two adult children; he runs a small consulting firm providing technical 
services advice for small to medium companies looking to contract with Government departments. 
He is also starting work at Snozone Milton Keynes as an adaptive ski instructor and works with 
disabled veterans in the Armed Forces Para Snowsports Team (AFPST) charity. 
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2026 AGM and Reunion 
 
The Branch AGM and Annual Reunion took place on Saturday, 25th April and with a pretty good 
turnout of 55 members, many with wives/partners.  Proceedings followed the usual routine and the 
meeting minutes were published and emailed to the members three weeks later.  Copies of the 
minutes are being sent out with the printed version of this newsletter to those members who receive 
them. 
 
A key point arising from the AGM was that, after 10 years in the role, Mark Burrows announced his 
retirement as Branch Chairman.  Mark successfully ‘steered the ship’ through a range of events 
during his tenure, from the COVID pandemic to the 200th Anniversaries Parade and Reunion.  He 
maintained excellent links with the serving Geo community, much to the benefit of the branch and 
its members.  We are pleased to report that Col (Retd) Richard Blunt will be taking over from Mark 
and welcome him into the role. 
 
We were very pleased to be joined for the AGM and Reunion by Graham Doughty, the Secretary of 
the National and Overseas Group, under which the Branch now falls.  Graham, amongst other 
things, spoke about changes afoot that are part of the modernisation of the Association. This 
includes Sappercom, the Association website available to all members, and the move to branches 
having their own bank account under the Central REA. (More details are given in the AGM Minutes) 
 
Following the meeting, CO 42 Engineer Regiment (Geographic), Lt Col Andy Mangan, gave an 
interesting brief on the Regiment’s activities over the past year and what is planned going forward.   
 

 
CO 42 Regt giving his brief on 13 Sqn’s activities. 

 
He finished by reminding all that 2027 is to be a celebratory year for the Regiment - it being 80 
years since it was formed!  It is hoped that various events will be held in celebration, and that some 
would be open to retired members of Military Survey/RE Geographic.  We will notify members as 
information becomes available. 
 
After the AGM, CO’s brief and the presentation of the Annual Award, the reunion got underway.  
The atmosphere seemed very convivial with members, wives, partners, and friends enjoying 
catching up.  We must thank the RBL Newbury for their support in holding the AGM and reunion at 
Haig House and providing the buffet. 
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We would appreciate feedback from those who attended the event regarding the venue, its facilities, 
the food, and anything else.  This will help us in our choice of venue for 2027.  Thank you. 
 

 
200th Anniversaries Photobook 
 
Readers will be aware that a Photobook was produced as a record of the 200th Anniversaries’ 
Freedom of Newbury parade and the reunion event at Newbury Racecourse which followed.  Copies 
of the book were available, free, to those who attended the reunion and copies were also presented 
to people and organisations who supported the event, including all sponsors.   
 
We were very pleased to receive a letter of thanks from the Lord Lieutenant of Berkshire – copied 
below.   

 
 
In one of the last official duties of the Mayor and Mayoress of Newbury, Cllr and Mrs David Harman 
were our guests at the 2026 Reunion, and we took the opportunity to present them with a copy of 
the Photobook for the Town.  They were so taken with the book, that we also presented them with 
a personal copy which the Mayoress said they would treasure!  
 



Summer 2026 Newsletter Page 5 

 

 
Mark Burrows presenting the Mayor and Mayoress of Newbury, Cllr and Mrs David Harman, 

with the official copy of the photobook for the town. 
 

 
Reflecting the close bonds between the Town and the Branch, we received invitations to the 
Newbury Mayor-Making ceremony, held in early May, where the outgoing Mayor speaks of his/her 
year in office before handing over the reins to the incoming Mayor.  It was lovely to hear that the 
outgoing Mayor spoke specifically about the Freedom of Newbury Parade, and how proud he and 
the Council were to see the Corps exercising its right to the Freedom of the town in the celebration 
of the 200th Anniversaries of the three Geographic Squadrons.   
 
The final photobook official presentation was made to the Royal British Legion - Newbury Branch in 
recognition of all the support they gave to the Freedom Parade. It was particularly fitting that the 
presentation was made by Stuart Fairnington, who had led the parade organisation and worked 
very closely with the RBL throughout.  At the RBL’s request, the presentation was made at one of 
the Legion’s events, and the one chosen was the 80th Anniversary of the founding of the Newbury 
Women’s Section held on Sunday 31st May, and followed their Drumhead Service. 
   
A very small number of the Photobooks are still available.  They are free to those who attended the 
Racecourse Reunion – who will have priority on orders, and at a cost of £14 to include P&P for 
other Members.   
 
Anyone wanting a copy of the book should contact the Secretary at REA-MilSvy-Sec@outlook.com. 
 

mailto:REA-MilSvy-Sec@outlook.com
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Stuart Fairnington presenting the photobook to Colin Hyland, Chairman, Newbury RBL   
whilst Dave Glover – Newbury RBL looks on.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Annual Award 2026 – Winner LCpl Nathan Bharkdha 
 
Before the reunion began, the presentation of the Branch ‘Annual Award’, given to the Sapper or 
Junior NCO in 42 Engineer Regiment (Geographic) who has given outstanding and loyal support to 
the Regiment whilst participating in and contributing to a variety of activities throughout the training 
year, was made. 
 
For 2026, each of the Regiment’s Squadrons was tasked to nominate an individual and a panel of 
8 Officers and WOs selected the individual they felt most deserving of the award. 
 
The winner for 2026 was LCpl Nathan Bharkdha of 135 Geographic Engineer Squadron whose 
citation is given below: 
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LCpl Bharkdha is a genial, devoted, 

genuinely valued member of the 

squadron, held in very high esteem 

by peers and the chain of command 

alike, consistently demonstrating 

loyalty, integrity, and selfless 

commitment.  A natural team player, 

his camaraderie, support, humour, 

and enthusiasm are infectious.  The 

positive and supportive environment 

he creates connects people, raises 

their spirits, and boosts their morale. 

 
Whilst exercising in the field, during 
difficult times, his positive mindset, 
calm leadership, and emotional 
support transcend that expected of a 
JNCO.  Maintaining spirits and 
making people feel valued, he bonds 
the team and keeps them optimistic 
about finishing the mission. 
 
Technically, he is one of the 
Squadron’s strongest operators on 
various geospatial platforms.  On a 
recent annual camp, under time 
pressures, his willingness and 
patience to nurture others whilst 
commanding a geo node to full 
operational capacity was exceptional. 

 
LCpl Bharkdha receiving the award from 

Branch Chairman, Mark Burrows 

 
In barracks, he is deliberate in his support of others’ well-being, welcoming new joiners and 

always at the forefront of achieving shared goals.  His input to the ethos of the squadron 

through sustained dedication is outstanding.  From organising rock-climbing adventure 

training weeks, managing the Squadron welfare facility, and taking on OIC of a Squadron 

Christmas function.  He is pivotal to sustain the unit’s 7pirit de corps. 

 

LCpl Bharkdha’s spirit of good fellowship goes well beyond that expected of a JNCO and a 

Reserve Soldier. He is truly exceptional and fully deserving praise. 

 

In recognition of his acts of good fellowship, LCpl Bharkdha is awarded the Military Survey 

(Geographic) Branch Annual Award for 2026. 
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42 ENGINEER REGIMENT (GEOGRAPHIC) 
NEWS 

 
EXERCISE BEST MAPPER 2026 

 
 
 

Members of 42 Engineer Regiment (Geographic) recently completed BEST MAPPER UK 2026 from 
23 – 27 Feb 2026 on Longmoor Camp. The second iteration of the Geo competition, BMUK 
assesses the core skills expected of an ME Geo Tech, testing marksmanship, fieldcraft, physical 
training and technical Geo ability while building the resilience and focused mindset needed to 
perform effectively under pressure. 
 
Before the competition took place, international teams received introductory lessons on British 
weapon systems.  These sessions ensured they were familiar with the operation, safety procedures 
and characteristics of the SA80, GPMG and service pistol (Glock 17) before entering the 
marksmanship serials.  Teams were also brought up to speed on the UK’s ArcPro software to 
ensure they understood the digital processes used throughout the event, ensuring fairness across 
the competition.  A total of 9 Teams took part in the competition with each team being made up two 
analysts. This included two Canadian teams representing the Canadian Forces Joint Imagery 
Centre, one American team representing the Idaho Army National Guard, and six British teams 
representing 42 Engineer Regiment. 
 
 

 
The teams from around the world who completed in Ex Best Mapper at Longmoor Camp 

 
Day one consisted of a series of marksmanship ranges using the GPMG, SA80 and Glock 17. This 
serial tested teams on their handling and accuracy across all three weapon systems, including a 
close quarters range with the service pistol and an assessment of their ability to quickly assemble 
the GPMG before engaging targets. After the marksmanship serial, teams moved into a night 
navigation serial. This phase took them through dense woodland, where their navigational skills 
were tested over 5-8km. 
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Day 1 consisted of a series of marksmanship ranges using the GPMG, SA80 & Glock 17 

 
Day Two tested the physical and mental resilience of the teams. They were put through an arduous 
obstacle course that included a variety of exercises, including AMRAP (as many repetitions as 
possible) activities.  Following this, teams were assessed on their core soldiering skills, including a 
CBRN threat serial and a Battlefield Casualty Drill (BCD) serial featuring actors with simulated 
amputations to replicate realistic conditions. The BCD was completed with speed and efficiency by 
all teams, with junior members stepping up and performing impressively despite their lack of 
experience. Upon completion of this phase, the GEOINT section of the competition saw teams 
issued an OP order with subsequent geospatial taskings. They conducted terrain analysis and 
produced a variety of geospatial products within a strict time limit, which were then briefed to the 
three Geo assessors. 
 

  
Day 2 tested the physical and mental resilience of the teams 

 
 
Day Three consisted of a final brief in front of 
a wider audience, including the Commanding 
Officer of 42 Engineer Regiment. Teams 
presented their geospatial products, 
explained the methods, analytical approach, 
and reasoning behind their conclusions, and 
demonstrated their ability to justify their 
decision-making process 
 

 
Briefing CO 42 Engineer Regiment (Geo) 
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The Friday morning saw the award ceremony take place with sponsors from Helyx in attendance. 
Final scores saw The British team (Team 4) achieving 3rd place, the Americans (Team 1) in 2nd 
place and this year the winners of BMUK26 were the Canadians (Team 3) in 1st place. All three 
teams won a variety of gift cards, cash prizes and goodie bags, including the prestigious ‘Ishmatic’ 
socks, generously sponsored by our very own Corporal E. However, for the Americans and 
Canadians, the real reward was getting to spend the rest of the day exploring our capital, London, 
and enjoying a well-earned chance to relax and soak in the sights.  
 
Sapper Onukafor - 42 Engineer Regiment (Geo). 

 
Regimental Best Mapper US (RBMUS26)  

Members of 42 Engineer Regiment (Geographic) recently travelled to Fort Leonard Wood (FLW), 
Missouri, to compete in the third iteration of the Regimental Best Mapper US (RBMUS) competition. 
Held from 27–30 March 2026, the demanding international event brought together 36 competitors 
from the United States, United Kingdom, Germany and Denmark, organised into 18 two-person 
teams. Representing the British Army were two teams from 42 Engineer Regiment, proudly 
showcasing the Royal Engineers’ geospatial expertise on the international stage. 

 

Regimental Best Mapper US team members at Fort Leonard Wood 

Designed to replicate the pressures of a real operational environment, RBMUS 26 tested 
competitors over a continuous 48-hour period.  Teams were required to generate, manage, analyse 
and disseminate (GMAD) GEOINT products while enduring sustained physical and cognitive stress. 
The competition assessed 30 operational and institutional aptitudes, ranging from battlefield terrain 
analysis and GEOINT production to briefing commanders and making decisions under pressure. 

Alongside the technical challenges, competitors faced a series of demanding physical events, 
including a non-standard fitness assessment, an X-mile endurance run, the Physical Endurance 
Course (PEC) and the gruelling “Mapper Trials” final event. Strictly timed RFIs and FRAGOs added 
operational realism, with late submissions automatically receiving zero points, reinforcing the 
importance of discipline and time management. 

Communication skills proved equally important, with competitors expected to confidently brief senior 
GEOINT specialists and commanders on their analytical outputs. The combination of technical 
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expertise, resilience and composure under pressure made RBMUS 26 one of the most challenging 
geospatial competitions to date. 

 

 

The Royal Engineers delivered an exceptional 

performance. LCpl Ben Crimmins and Spr 

Steven Joyce, both Geographic Technicians 

from 42 Engineer Regiment – 14 Squadron, 

were crowned overall champions during the 

closing ceremony held in the Engineer 

Regimental Room on 30 March.  A team from 

13 Squadron secured an impressive third 

place, highlighting the depth of talent within the 

Regiment’s geospatial community. 

In addition to the competition itself, the UK 

contingent participated in the Geospatial 

Engineering Working Group (GEWG), sharing 

best practice and strengthening professional 

relationships with international partners. The 

event provided a valuable opportunity to 

benchmark UK geospatial capabilities against 

allied nations while fostering the collaboration 

essential to future military GEOINT operations. 

 

Following the competition, participants enjoyed a short period of downtime in St Louis, Missouri, 

where they attended a St Louis Cardinals baseball game; a fitting conclusion to an intense but highly 

rewarding international event. 

As RBMUS continues to grow in scale and complexity, the success of 42 Engineer Regiment 

reaffirms the Royal Engineers’ position at the forefront of military geospatial intelligence. The 

achievements of the Regiment’s Geographic Technicians demonstrate the professionalism, 

resilience and technical excellence required to meet the challenges of tomorrow’s battlefield. 

 
Soldiers’ Soldier Award - No 63 ME Geo Tech 0-2 Course 
 
ME Geo Tech Cse No 63 ended recently and the Branch made its usual presentation of the 
“Soldiers’ Soldier Award” to the student, nominated by his/her peers as best demonstrating the 
motto of the Association - “Service not Self”. 
 
The winner of the award for No 63 course was Spr Jack Fox and he was presented with a copy of 
Alan Gordon’s book “The Regiment That Mapped The World”, a certificate, and a cash prize  by the 
Branch Secretary, Ian Thurgate.  
 
The Branch’s new Chairman, Col (Retd) Richard Blunt, attended and was invited by the CO to make 
the presentations of other prizes and certificates to the course. 
 



Summer 2026 Newsletter Page 12 

 
Spr Fox with his prizes flanked by (Left) Col (Ret’d) Richard Blunt and (Right) Lt Col ‘Daz’ Hembery 

 
A Posting Best Forgotten by the late Ron Birch  
 
Ron Birch was a very proud ex-Survey Sapper.  A lovely man and good friend to many.  He 
submitted the following article some time ago, and sadly he lost his battle with cancer before it could 
be published.  We do so now with ongoing appreciation of Ron and all that he did for the Branch, 
the Geo LEO community, and whilst he served. 
    
 
Various articles have been published about  
the activities and tours of 512 Specialist 
Team, Royal Engineers (512 STRE), 
including postings to exotic locations that one 
could only dream about.  During the 
seventies, eighties and beyond, 512 STRE 
was possibly recognised as the ‘Crème de la 
crème’ of postings and enjoyed by numerous 
members of Military Survey.  However, it only 
achieved this status through technological 
advancement of communications and travel, 
and the efforts of those early ‘pioneers’ for 
whom this was not the paradise posting 
predicted………. 
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512 STRE was formed in the 1960s to work alongside the US Army Mapping Service and the US 
Coast and Geodetic Survey Department (equivalent to our Ordnance Survey) in satellite geodesy 
as a global requirement in the determination of size, shape and configuration of the earth. 
 
The Headquarters would be based in the British Embassy, Washington DC staffed by a Lieutenant 
Colonel and one other officer.  Field units would consist of four Military Surveyors, supported where 
appropriate by REME and ACC personnel, and would be expected to relocate to various locations 
throughout the world every 3 or 4 months. 
 
However, this could only be achieved providing air, shipping and communications were available.  
One location in particular that could not satisfy this criteria was a small island in Antarctica - South 
Georgia. 
 
In 1968, having recently been promoted to WO2, I received a posting to 512STRE.  I should have 
been impressed, “How many get the chance of serving in USA?”  However, as more facts came to 
light, this was obviously not the dream posting expected……….. 
 
I was soon informed that the USA would simply be a staging post, and my tour would be an 
unaccompanied posting to Antarctica for 12 months depending on shipping availability for return.  
As more facts came to light. it soon became obvious that my field unit, although not exactly the 
pioneers who won the west, were certainly the guinea pigs for the future. 
 
As posting time approached I was summoned to see the Quartermaster to receive my overseas 
equipment.  Another shock, as I was not only handed tropical khaki greens but even a white 
ceremonial dress uniform!  To my plea that this equipment was perhaps not what one should wear 
in the Antarctic,  I was regimentally informed “Your official posting says,  ‘Care of British Embassy 
Staff, Washington DC USA’ and in my book that is tropical.”   Thus, two weeks later I arrived in 
America complete with tropical kit.  
 
My first introduction to Headquarters in Washington was to be told that I would not be receiving any 
oversees allowance, being categorised  as only transient; any payment might jeopardise the future 
of the project.  Instead, accommodation would be provided in hotels or motels.  What was not made 
clear was that it was room only, and I would have to pay for my own food. To say that I was financially 
embarrassed with the high living costs in the ‘States’ is putting it mildly.  The situation was such that 
the US Mapping Service loaned me a car in order to travel some 10 miles to an Army complex at 
Fort George Mead to take advantage of cinema and PX facilities. 
 
My next liaison was with the ‘powers that be’ in the Pentagon, where included in the formalities was 
a check on our preparations for ‘going south’.  On seeing my clothing was more suitable for a beach 
holiday than the frozen wastelands, I could incur the Officer simply said, “How you Brits won the 
war beats me”. So, I was issued with everything one could imagine, including Parkers and even 
skis. 
 
We stayed in the USA for about two weeks learning about satellite systems before flying to 
Montevideo in Urugua,y from where we would sail to the Falkland Islands on our way to South 
Georgia. 
 
The sub-Antarctic island of South Georgia lies some 2000 miles south-east of Cape Horn with an 
icy mountain spine rising out of the Southern Ocean to over 3000 metres, like a misplaced section 
of the Alps.  It is a place with all year-round snow covering the mountainous interior, with the sea 
freezing over during the winter months.  The grave of Sir Ernest Shackleton, the Antarctic explorer, 
lies adjacent to Gritviken whaling station whilst a cairn and cross, a memorial tribute set up by his 
former comrades, stands proudly on the tip of Hope Point at the mouth of the cove. 
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South Georgia Station 

 

We would be housed in a hut bearing his name, Shackleton House.  My accommodation could not 
be faulted, being in a centrally heated, purpose-built building, but contact with home was virtually 
non-existent.  This, of course, was years before mobile phones.  We were simply allowed one 
telegram of 14 words each month sent via the island’s radio system.  Otherwise, one had to rely on 
letters from home delivered by the occasional passing ship.  During the twelve months I spent in 
South Georgia, only eight ships arrived, six of these arriving within the three months ‘Summer’ 
period so news from home was scarce to say the least. 
 
The unwritten rule of ships navigating around Antarctica was to drop and exchange 3 films to the 
Antarctic Islands.  We were spoilt during those three months with six drops, but for the other nine 
months we simply watched repeat after repeat.  By this time, I had become the island’s unofficial 
projectionist and one of our films was the “Funeral of Winston Churchill”. My Christmas treat was to 
show and view this film no fewer than twelve times throughout Christmas Day to the island’s 
inhabitants - Happy Christmas! 
 
After ten lonely months, we received the welcome news that we would shortly be leaving for home 
as a ship had been hired by the USA to detour slightly from its course to South Georgia. However, 
once again there was a sting in the tail of this posting as only days before it arrived to take us home, 
it was realised that it had Argentinian registration so it was automatically barred from landing in 
British or Falkland territory, so back to the drawing board. 
 
It was another two months before we finally boarded a ship going to Port Stanley, where we would 
stay for a fortnight before embarking on the scheduled monthly Stanley to Montevideo ship.  From 
Montevideo we flew northwards to New York for onward passage back home. 
 
I could now look forward to a long period of leave (as promised by my HQ) with my wife and young 
family as I had not had one day off during that tour.  But, this posting curse  was still  not over as I 
reported to my new posting at the Army Apprentices College, Chepstow only to be informed by the 
Adjutant that “College Staff get more leave than most Army units so that should compensate you 
for not having leave during the past year.” 
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The good thing to come from this unusual and forgetful posting was that a Specialist Unit was now 
firmly established and perhaps due to our endeavours, administrative and teething problems had 
been recognised and corrected for future personnel. 
 
Thus, 512 STRE became the pinnacle of postings and the envy of many. 
 
Ron Birch 
 
 

 
Ron Birch and some of the 512 STRE team 

Rear L to R – Cpl Flynn, Cpl Alex Chalmers, LCpl Friss-Smith ACC 
Front L-to-R WO2 Ron Birch, Maj Bill Codd, Mr Jack Fried. 

 
========================== 

 
Ron, who died in February this year just days short of his 91st birthday, wrote this recollection of his 
tour with 512 STRE spent on South Georgia.  Shortly after he passed away, we were contacted by 
the editor of the South Georgia Newsletter enquiring about an article about the island written by the 
late Bill Codd that had appeared in an old Branch Newsletter. 
 
After a few email exchanges, we offered Ron’s article to him for inclusion in a future South Georgia 
Newsletter, and it was very gratefully received.  It will certainly illustrate just how much life for those 
living on the island has changed in the past 50 years or more with the advent of satellite 
communications and the internet. 
 
Remembering Ron Birch by Les Morgan 
 
Although we overlapped at Harrogate – Ron, 51B, and me a year later – we didn’t meet up at a 
Survey unit until the early 1960s, when I took over from him in Cyprus at the time that 47 GHQ 
Squadron was disbanded and was replaced by 1 ASLS.  The posting was a short notice one and 
the handover longer than expected as I had been CASEVAC-ed from the Trucial Oman States 
having contracted meningitis. 
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Group 51B Survey Apprentices and Permanent Staff 

Ron – Middle row 4th from the left . 

 
Ron and his lovely wife, Nita, (did they really meet in a betting shop?), went to great lengths to help 
in all ways.  Ron, with his technical and military aspects, and Nita socially, especially when my wife, 
Ann, and two young children arrived, and we eventually moved into a married quarter in Episkopi, 
just a few doors down from Ron,  Nita and their son, Nigel, who was a ready-made playmate, a few 
months older than my son Craig.  This established a personal friendship that lasted more than 60 
years.  
 
Ron was posted to the Army Apprentice College Chepstow, and I followed about 18 months later – 
my 3-year tour being split 50:50 between Oman and Cyprus. He enjoyed the banter of the staff 
room in the Survey Wing.  He kept his own rosters of Senior ranks promotions and postings, and 
tried to predict future movements.  Rugby was his favourite sport, but a serious injury brought that 
to an early end.  He attended various courses for football referees and eventually reached a point 
where he could be added to the FA list of linesmen, but his career moved him again. 
 
He talked frequently about owning a betting shop and he instigated a syndicate amongst staff, 
probably to use us as practice.  Ron once asked me if he could borrow my roof-rack, so we stripped 
it down, but it wouldn’t fit on his larger car – the problem being resolved by putting it back on my car 
and then we swapped cars!  Our families met up again, when we had a married quarter in nearby 
Sedbury. 
 
The year 1966 was remembered for two very different reasons. Firstly, in July, England won the 
Football World Cup, and I expect Ron had a huge wall chart in the rest room and combined it with 
his betting ambitions.  Secondly, in October, there was the terrible disaster at Aberfan, and Ron 
was amongst the 125 staff and senior apprentices who were sent to assist with the gruesome 
conditions.  Ron talked years later about being there but would not discuss it.  Everyone involved 
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was affected by the experience and perhaps more so for Ron because he had two young children 
of his own. The subject was never mentioned again. 
 
Following an unaccompanied tour 512 Specialist Team in South Georgia where he had very little 
contact, even with his family, he returned to Chepstow as Technical WO and contact between us 
was resumed. 
 
He had several postings to Hermitage, which he enjoyed and many considered it to be the home of 
military survey with a better atmosphere than the 42 Regiment set-up at Barton Stacey where the 
married quarters were isolated on the wrong side of the notorious A303. Throughout these postings, 
we kept in touch regularly for updates by phone, and eventually we served together at Barton Stacey 
where, having declined a commission, my service ended and Ron was already an officer.  I was 
always happy to give him a hearty salute, not because of protocol but out of respect for his 
achievements. 
 
We both bought homes in Andover within a short walk of each other, so were able to socialise.  
Within 6 months of me leaving the Army, Ron who had hoped for a hat-trick of postings to Chepstow 
as OIC Survey wing, was notified that he would be going again to 512 Specialist Team.  This was 
unacceptable to him, and he opted to leave the Army. Ron moved his family back to Leicestershire 
and bought a home in Earl Shilton, which I visited. He never moved again. 
 
At last, he was able to buy the betting shop he had always wanted.  The harsh reality is that Ron 
was not a real gambler and so always played safe and offset any real large losses.  Eventually he 
sold up when he obtained a position with the Open Cast Executive as a mining surveyor.  He 
enjoyed the new work for many years, until there were fears about the future of coal.  Again, he 
secured another position with Leicester City Council as a Land Surveyor, and this was to be his job 
before retiring. 
 
With the start of the new millennium, contact with Ron was given a boost with the establishment of 
the Military Survey Branch of the REA.  Regular contact coincided with the receipt of the quarterly 
newsletter, which provided much to reminisce and talk about.  This continued right up until February 
this year (2026) when I received a call from Nita telling me that Ron had died.  The call upset me 
but didn’t shock me, as I had known for the previous 20 months that Ron had terminal blood cancer 
which he revealed to me in about May 2024 and asked me to keep it to myself, which I did until he 
eventually agreed that I could tell two trusted Survey friends who regularly asked after Ron.  He 
was trying to protect Nita from the follow-up if it became common knowledge. 
 
So, for the last 20 months we were in touch every 10 -14 days for updates and general support.  He 
was always upbeat and never sorry for himself. In the last few weeks of his life, he was admitted to 
hospital with pneumonia and phone calls were difficult as he struggled for breath.  He was sent 
home to spend his last few days with his loving family and a team of carers. 
 
Throughout that ordeal, Nita, daughter Helen and granddaughter Emma coped remarkably well. 
When I walk into town, my route uses the road where Ron, Nita and family once lived. I look across 
and give a nod to No 21 as I pass. 
 
God Bless You Ron.  May you rest in peace. 
 

  



Summer 2026 Newsletter Page 18 

New Feature…………. “Did you know…?” 

In the last edition, we introduced a new feature into the newsletters under the headline ”Did you 
know………..” Its aim will be to inform readers of services, benefits and other information that may 
be of interest. 

Did you know…? Service Records 

In the last newsletter we explained that you can apply for copies of your Service Record, for free, 
through the UK Government website, and that you can also apply for those of close family, 
although there is a small charge for this! 

Here is the link Get a copy of military records of service: Apply for your own records - GOV.UK  

James Prain and Maurice Friend have both been in touch to say that there has been a slight 
change, in that many Service records have now been transferred across to the National Archives 
at Kew.  This applies to those personnel whose date of birth was before 1st January 1940.  If that 
applies to yourself or a family member you are seeking records for, you should contact The 
National Archive (TNA) at Kew.  This can be done via this link  

 https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/mod-closed-foi-request-step1 

or by entering this in your search browser:  
“www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/request-a-military-service-record” 

Maurice, who lives in Australia, initially applied to the (UK) Government website to be informed his 
records have been digitised in an ongoing process and sent to The National Archives at Kew, and 
he would have to re-apply to them.  He says:  
 

“I did so about 3 weeks ago, and they came very quickly by email last Friday (5th June). All 36 
pages, many on medicals, even saying I was excused boots for a week and could wear Flipflops 

when hit on my ankle whilst playing hockey.” 
 

Did you know……?  The Forces Veterans’ Card 
 
The Forces Veterans’ Card provides a range of benefits to Armed Forces Veterans from discounts 
of goods and services to free entry into some attractions.   
 
For example, it has now been announced that Veterans living in Worcestershire can have free travel 
on the county’s bus services as well as Worcestershire on Demand services.  Other local authorities 
may well follow suit. 
 
You can apply for a Forces Veteran Card by visiting  
 https://www.gov.uk/veteran-card/apply  or typing that into your browser. 
 

If any member has anything they would like to share under this feature, please send them to: 

Newsletter Editor/Compiler, Tish Gauci, at REA-MilSvy-newsletter@outlook.com or 

Secretary, Ian Thurgate at REA-MilSvy-Sec@outlook.com 

  

https://www.gov.uk/get-copy-military-records-of-service/apply-for-your-own-records
https://emea01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdiscovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk%2Fmod-closed-foi-request-step1&data=05%7C02%7C%7C19181ab9a64f47914f7508de9f1ac666%7C84df9e7fe9f640afb435aaaaaaaaaaaa%7C1%7C0%7C639123135872842593%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=t%2BlB2uijKGoN1GHo8OP3IoZDQhlpgv3BqsYnhtTPlUo%3D&reserved=0
https://www.gov.uk/veteran-card/apply
mailto:REA-MilSvy-newsletter@outlook.com
mailto:REA-MilSvy-Sec@outlook.com
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42 Regiment - PRI Stock Available 
 
Members may be interested to know that there are a number of items available from the 42 Regt 
PRI shop which can be purchased by Members.  The items, cost and P&P can be seen in the 
table below: 
 

PRI Item PRI Item Price P & P (tracked 48) Total Cost 
200th Commemorative polo shirt £18 £6.94 £24.94 
Geo stable belt £34.50 £4.80 £39.30 
Triangulation pillar £20 £5.20 £25.20 
Regimental port  £35 £5.44 £40.44 
Regimental plaque £25 £5.20 £30.20 
Regimental tie £25 £4.80 £29.80 

 
The 42 Regt PRI shop sales POC is: Spr Edgar at madeline.edgar103@mod.gov.uk 

 
 

 
 
Army Recruiting Film from the 1960s  
 
Most of our Members will be familiar with Army Recruiting Films that were frequently shown in 
cinemas during the 1960s and 70s.  Indeed, many of our Members joined the Army as a result of 
seeing them.  Many of these films, along with those for the Royal Navy and Royal Air Force, are 
now available to watch again on YouTube.  One that came to our attention recently contains a short 
sequence on the Survey Service, and in particular printing, and showing one or more familiar faces  
undergoing their training as Apprentice Printers.  
 

mailto:madeline.edgar103@mod.gov.uk
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Here is a link to the film 1960's British Army Recruitment Film | Soldiers | Military and if you don’t 
want to view the whole film, the sequence on Survey starts at approx. 7 mins 21 secs in.  Dave 
Bowery is easily recognisable, but if anyone can name any of the other Apprentices, they are asked 
to contact the Secretary – REA-MilSvy-Sec@outlook.com   Thank you. 
 
Veterans’ Clubs – Epsom and Ewell Branch. 
 
We have mentioned in several newsletters the existence of Armed Forces Breakfast Clubs that can 
be found all over the country.  Other formal and informal clubs exist where Veterans from all 
branches of the Armed Forces can get together.  One such exists in Ewell and might be of interest 
to our members in the area – particularly ex 135 Sqn members… 
 

 
 

14 Squadron – Nicholson Barracks 1960 – 62 
 
Did you serve in 14 Squadron in or around 1960-62 when it was stationed in Nicholson Barracks, 
Mönchengladbach?   
 
We have recently been contacted by Barry Swan, who was an MT driver with the Squadron during 
those dates and is looking for old comrades who served in 14 at the time.  If you remember Barry, 
or even if you just served in the Squadron then he would be delighted to hear from you.  |Please 
contact the Secretary – REA-MilSvy-Sec@outlook.com    

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E-wO2vmyAtA&t=594s
mailto:REA-MilSvy-Sec@outlook.com
mailto:REA-MilSvy-Sec@outlook.com
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DEATHS OF OLD COMRADES 
 
 
David ‘Dave’Wright. 
 
David (‘Dave’) Wright was an Air Surveyor who 
served from 1962 until 1986. He joined as an 
Apprentice as part of 62A Group at what was then 
the Army Apprentice School, Beachley. 
 
After basic Royal Engineer training at Cove, his 
first proper posting was to 14 Squadron in 
Germany.  He and Denise married in September 
1967 and shortly after, in 1968, he went on his 
Class 2 course.  
 
From his Tech 2 he was posted to Singapore 
before returning to Hermitage for his Class 1 
course in late 1969. 
 
In 1970 he was posted to Barton Stacey to join 47 
Cartographic Squadron and in the mid-seventies 
was posted to SMS, first as an instructor and then 
moving across to T&VS (Testing and Validation 
Section).  This was followed by seven months as 
a student on No 6 Survey Staff Specialist Course. 
  

Dave pictured on his Class 2 course 

 
Following his Survey Staff Specialist Course (SSS), he was posted to 6 ASLS at RAF Wyton which 
was followed by a tour in Cyprus and then, upon promotion to WO1, to HQ UKLF.  Dave had been 
selected for commission when, due to health reasons, he had to withdraw. 
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After leaving the Army, Dave joined the Civil Service and took up a position at the old RAF Andover 
site (possibly with Headquarters Quartermaster General), and there received promotions rising to 
management level. 
 
Despite his health issues, Dave enjoyed running marathons as well as playing golf and fishing. 
Sadly, he suffered a stroke in 2010 which left him unable to speak and use his right hand, but despite 
this he lived an almost normal life.  His health deteriorated in his last couple of years, and he sadly 
passed away on 5th May 2026, at the age of 80.    
 
Dave elected for a private cremation, but a small memorial service was held for him in early June 
and we are pleased to report that several of his old colleagues were able to attend, including Dave 
‘Willy’ Whyborn, Ted Davies, John Sach and Peter Redfern.  
 
Upon hearing of Dave’s passing, Jim Hoyland got in touch with some of his thoughts of Dave: 
 

‘This is such dreadfully sad news. I knew Dave very well from the old days.  We’d known each 
other on and off for many years and eventually served together in the old Trade Test 

Board/Training Development Team in the late 70s. Our careers were virtually parallel, being 
promoted at roughly the same time. 

 
I was WO1 at 8 Map Depot and he was WO1 at UKLF in 1985. What’s been forgotten is that we 

were both selected for commission in 1985, but unfortunately Dave developed a serious 
debilitating illness that meant he had to withdraw, eventually retiring through ill health. His reserve 
was the unforgettable Alan Gordon who, we all know, went on to do many great things.  So, it was 

Alan and I who went to REHQ Depot at Chatham for our “knife and fork course.” 
 

Dave and I lost touch because he then spent so much time in and out of hospital, but I always 
tried, wherever I was, to find out how he was doing.  He was a very good surveyor, an excellent 

soldier and would have made an outstanding officer. I will remember him with great fondness and 
respect. RIP Dave.’ 

 
 
Roger “Prof” Jones 
 
Roger was a Field Surveyor who served from 1959 till 
1982.  After retiring, he spent nearly half of each year 
in China with his wife’s family.   
 
It was there, in February and whilst in church, that he 
suffered a heart attack and died. 
 
His funeral and cremation took place in China, but we 
understand that his ashes will be scattered with those 
of his parents and sister in Hounslow sometime in the 
summer when his wife returns from China. 
 
Roger was a very clever individual who had an 
amazing and ready grasp of Surveying theory – 
hence his nickname, a point borne out in Jim 
Hoyland’s recollection of Prof…... 
 

 
Roger photographed on his Tech1 Cse 
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“I knew “Prof” Jones reasonably well.  In fact, I succeeded him as 512 Tech WO in about 1980.  

There was a reason why his nickname was “Prof” because he usually spoke a different language!  
He was remarkably knowledgeable about most of the theoretical aspects of surveying and in 

particular, satellite geodesy … in those heady last years of “Transit” and the excitement around 
Washington with the early results of “GPS” … things were moving fast.  Prof managed to keep up 
with the changes, and I remember spending the first few months of my time wondering what he’d 

said and trying to remember all the details. 
 

If Roger had a fault it was assuming that you were as clever as he was! 
 

RIP Roger, you’ll be remembered fondly by many old “Fieldies” 
Jim Hoyland 

 
As mentioned by Jim Hoyland, one of Roger’s last postings was to 512 STRE, where he was the 
Team WO.  He is pictured, 2nd from left in the front row, with most of the team sometime early in 
1979. 
 

 
Rear L to R: Tony Keeley, Roger Witherington, Chris Moorhouse, John Griffin, CPO A Roberts RN,  Sgt P Iddenden 

RAF, Barry Blakemore, Locky Lockwood, Cameron Esslemont, 
Front L to R: John  Campbell, Roger ‘Prof’ Jones, Jenny?, Alex Matthews, Mike Stanbridge, Alan? Bayliss. 

 
After they had both retired from the Army, Mike Stanbridge briefly met up with Roger when they 
both worked for Electronic Data Systems – Mike based in Hook and Roger in the main London 
office. 
 
After settling in Bognor Regis, and retiring fully, Roger spent almost half of each year in China 
with his wife’s family.  When back in the UK, he became a volunteer at the nearby Tangmere 
Aviation Museum where he proved himself a very knowledgeable guide.  
 

 
 



Summer 2026 Newsletter Page 24 

 
 

Contributors 

 
Our thanks go to Dan Mumford,  Mike Stanbridge, Jim Hoyland, James Prain, Maurice Friend, the 
late Ron Birch, Sapper Onukafor, and Les Morgan 

The Secretary and Newsletter Compiler are always very grateful for contributions. Thank you. 
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