Chapter 2

Auckl and Shakg Begiarangs

The first public awareness of activity associated with Naval Radio in New Zealand

was the receipt of news of the Napier earthquake. On February 3rd, 1931, HMS

Veronica had berthed at Napier shortly before the earthquake struck at 1045 The

signal from Veronica that alerted Auckland and New Zealand to the catastrophe

read, AAm b e r. tEartbqliake 1045 Mstqu foeabout 3 minutes. Ship

trembled violently and bumped jetty. Secur i ng wires eased. No dar

Napier Wharf immediately after the earthquake with H.M.S. Veronica in the background

Eight minutes later, Veronicasignalled t o Auckl and that the
ashoreo. By rig@dr ttehe mshiitpuati on appallin
onfire.o Just six minutes | ater, at 1337 Ver
advised by the Naval Secretary to keep watch with Wellington Radio.

Unfortunately, no frequency was specified but at 1347 Veronica was ordered by the

Commodore Commanding the New Zealand Squadron to maintain watch on 111kHz,

though whether this was the same frequency being used with Wellington Radio

remains unclear. Over the following days readers of the NZ Herald and other

newspapers throughoutNewZ e al and grew accustomed to byl
wireless from HMS VeronicatoHMS P hi | o mel 0.



H.M.S. Veronica, a Flower class sloop

Subsequent investigation revealed the sea floor had, in places, risen over 2 metres
with an average rise of 1.5 metres. Vertical acceleration was later estimated around
1G to cause the damage in Napier. The mooring cables snapped, leaving ordinary
ropes tethering the ship to the broken wharf (picture). The ropes being elastic
absorbed the sudden strain but the steel cables did not. The crew did invaluable
rescue, fire and demolition work in the stricken, burning town while the navigation
officers took soundings to discover whether the ship could be taken to sea.
Eventually, at high tide, the ship was manoeuvred cautiously out of the suddenly
shallow harbour and subsequently escorted to Auckland for hull repairs.

From 1921 our operational naval forces were titled the New Zealand Division of the
Royal Navy even though they were funded by Wellington and manned increasingly
by New Zealanders. Like the cruisers, the Flower class sloops Veronica and
Laburnum remained under Royal Navy control even though both were attached to
the New Zealand Division. Veronica had arrived in the NZ area on September 19,
1920, and Laburnum later, in March 11,1922.

They each took part in ceremonial occasions, exercises with the cruisers, toured NZ
ports and went on annual Pacific Islands cruises. They were replaced in the mid
1930s. Veronica was sold to John Cashmore Ltd and departed Auckland in 1934,
bound for ,Wales. The following year, 1935, Laburnum returned to RN control and
left NZ for service in the Pacific Islands before becoming the base ship for the
Singapore naval reserve. She was lost when scuttled at Singapore in 1942 to
prevent her being captured by the Japanese. Her wreck was raised in 1946 and sunk
off the East Lagoon as part of a breakwater of ship hulks. She was raised again in
1967 and scrapped.

The genesis of NZ Naval activity began in 1909 when the N.Z. Government decided
to fund a battlecruiser for the Royal Navy. The ship was named HMS New Zealand
and fought throughout the First World War. The government later decided to create a
national naval force and in 1913 the Naval Defence Act was passed to establish the
New Zealand Naval Forces.

HMS Philomel, an already elderly 34 class cruiser was the first ship commissioned
into the N.Z. naval forces and it soon became apparent that the 26-year-old cruiser
was on her last legs when she arrived in New Zealand in 1914. She then worked
extensively during the war years, before being patched up enough to survive the
journey back to Wellington and be paid off soon after arriving. She was



recommissioned with a caretaker crew, was stripped of her armament and became a
feature of the port of Wellington for the rest of the war. During this period the N.Z.
Naval authorities became increasingly alarmed over the state of the ship that a
specialist Engineer officer was asked to carry out a detailed examination of the shipd s
machinery..

His report concluded. .thatithe starboard stern shaft was found to be worn down a
guarter of an inch at the forward end of the stern tube....the whole line of starboard
shafting will not run for another twelve months...the port line of shafting has been
only partially realigned and should be properly done at the same time as the
starboard shafting...in addition to these important items which would probably take 2
to 3 months there are other very serious defects which cannot be postponed much
longer if the ship is to remain in continuous service...the crankhead bearings as well
as the main bearings have had such a lot of wear that there is now very little left to
wear.....the eccentric straps are fitted with brass bearing strips and these are very
nearly worn to their limits.

In other words the main engines require to be stripped down and refitted in almost
every part and this should be done as soon as possible. The defect however which
will probably involve the greatest length of time is the repair of the inner bottom and
the frames under the boilers and this will probably involve the lifting of the boilers
and may take up to six months...the bulkheads in the bunkers are also holed and a
thorough hull survey will probably reveal still further defects...0

Faced with this overwhelming catalogue of critical defects the decision was made for
Philomel to make her last journey, from Wellington to Auckland. After her arrival in
Auckland her engines and boilers were removed and by 1921 she had become a
base ship for the growing navy that was to perpetuate her name. She also became
the main radio communication station for the Navy in Auckland. Using callsign FA7
she provided communication between Admiralty and ships at sea on the N.Z. station.

Demands for space within the aged cruiser and space for antennas as well as the
increasing use of radio made it necessary to
equipment to a purpose-built building in the dockyard. The building, officially known

as New Daventry, was built in Clover Avenue, just Northeast of the point from which

the sheer legs had recently been removed.
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HMNZS PHILOMEL in 1944. Note the number of huts which had been added on her

upper deck for use as classrooms and accommodation
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To celebrate the opening of the radio station a line of Pohutukawa trees was planted
along the Southern face of the station. In addition to the spark transmitter transferred



from HMS Philomel, the station had two type 37 valve transmitters, one each from

the spares held for the cruisers Dunedin and Diomede as well as a new transmitter

and receiver built by Telegraphist, later to become Lieutenant, Bill Brewer. One

unintended consequence of the transfer was because the station was no longer

aboard a seagoingunit,itc oul d no | on g e FA7gallsgn, 8dwdso me | 0 s
issued with the New Zealand registration four letter callsign ZLEA. The new radio

station was completed in almost all respects by noon on Tuesday 24 April 1934.

Despite the loss, or at least the change in its callsign, Philomel continued to play a

role in the development of the base. Finally, after being stripped of all valuables, in

1946 the hulk was sold for $1500. She was stripped of timber, steel and sundry

fittings and in 1949 was towed out to the 100 fathom line and sunk 11 miles east of

Cuvier Island, just 22 days short of 59 years afloat It is a matter of pride that much of

the steelwork and wooden decking of the original Philomel was used for the

construction of a trading motor launch, namedii Cor omel 0 t hat spent al
trading around the Islands of the Hauraki Gulf before being scrapped..

The building housing ANew Daventryo in Clove

Althoughthe newradiobui | di ng did contain provision fo
was no provision for a urinal or even a washbasin , an omission that was later to

cause some concern to the wife of a certain Naval Officer. The lady in question had

planted flowers around the building but could never understand why those flowers

that did survive had an aroma unlike any flower she had ever smelled before or

since.

Almost two years later, the Manager of the Base was told:



fit is obviously impossible to provide these very necessary facilities [urinal and
washbasin] unless they drain into the stormwater system. Is there any serious
practical difficulty in making provision for this?. The Base Manager replied:- firhis
could be arranged but | think it is necessary to get approval of the Health Officer and
the Auckland Harbour Board to discharge the urinal into the Harbour.0

The missing toilet was not the only problem plaguing this new outpost of Empire.
HMS Laburnum, the sister sloop to HMS Veronica, had been acting as guard ship
during the transfer and installation of equipment and was sailing on April 20 so, for

four days,itwasnecessary for HMS Wakakura to carry

routines with Wellington Radio on 4600kHz.

HMS Wakakura

Even prewar in Auckland, pressures were building. The planned replacement of the
cruisers Dunedin and Diomede by Achilles and Leander, the reluctance of the
Auckland Harbour Board to commit the capital required for expansion and the Royal
Navyos dmadditiahal plant, facilities and administration space within the
dockyard were the catalysts for the signing of a new agreement between the
Harbour Board and the Admiralty. In this agreement the Harbour Board retained
ownership of Calliope Dock but sold all property within the base as well as the sea
frontage as far west as Stanley Bay,

This extra plant and machinery being installed within the dockyard area significantly
increased the electrical noise levels as well as restricting the space available within
the dockyard limits for the siting of antennas. In a three-page appeal, the Captain in

Charge, Auckland summari sed Auckl andés
wireless station. An even earlier request for a new higher power transmitter for
Auckl and had been declined because fa

Wel |l ington. o

Probably because war had not been declared the Captain in Charge, Auckland
wisely linked communications between Navy Office, Wellington and Auckland naval
authorities as one of the prime peacetime requirements with communications
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between ships and authorities at Auckland and H.M. ships cruising locally as
secondary peacetime requirements.

The beginning of the westward expansion of the dockyard showing Veronica and Laburnum at
Calliope West and the beginning of the reclamation into Stanley Bay

For wartime conditions, remembering this request was made seven months before

the beginning of World War 2, the reasons for a better Auckland station were

itemised as:-

[a] To provide a direct ship-shore line of communication on H/F during periods

when Wellington Naval W/T Station is working with overseas W/T stations.

[b] To provide an fAl o0 method group with Well.|

[c] To provide a ABroadcasto service to ships
Auckland.

[d] To provide seffBricaeduandted t he AGBMSO0O orgar
ships.

[e] To provide a W/T link with Navy Office Wellington.

[f] To permit Auckland Naval W/ T -lsydation on t o b
during both peace and war in the event of the failure of Wellington Naval W/T station.

In seeking a new location, it was obvious that there was a considerable body of
opinion that any Auckland Naval W/T station could, in the event of a failure of
Wellington Naval W/T station, be considered a standby station... In support of the
proposal a brief history of the then existing W/T equipment was appended. It told
how the equipment then in use may have been considered to have been provided



during and before the period 1933/34 when it was decided to remove the W/T station
from onboard Philomel to shore.

The sets existing in Philomel before they were moved ashore were not capable of
attaining these objectives. An expenditure of about $3000 was therefore considered
necessary for buildings, power supplies, new W/T equipment etc., in order that the
Naval command in Auckland could create a reasonably up-to-date W/T station in the
Dockyard capable of communicating with Admiralty and other overseas stations and
capable also of maintaining constant communications with H.M. ships on the New
Zealand station.

Unfortunately at that time the financial state of the country [depression years]
called for the utmost economy. Consequently, the total requested expenditure was
cut from the requested $3000 to approximately $900. This was to include the cost of
the building, running power supplies [an expensive item in that location] and a very
small amount of new radio gear.

To obtain the desired results, it was necessary under these restrictions, to drastically
improvise. The transmitter and receiver [both singular] were therefore constructed,
partly from new gear, partly from used gear, partly from very old and unsuitable
components of ship sets and even from home-made gear.

This had all been assembled by the resident telegraphist staff at the time with what

success may be judged by the lengthy service [ about 5 years] the gear

provided.under almost constant day and night use. Faced with increasing
communications traffic Phil omel resurrected
equipment. New Daventryoés TRF [tuned radio frequ
not only being a non-service model but built by the radio staff some five years earlier

from odds and ends of wireless components ha

Perhapst he Captainds summary of the reasons for
says it all A[ a] T htgb] lpwae reenptopedyadesigned ror wor n  ou
was it really suitable for the work required, being nothing more than a makeshift of

the time owing to financial stringency. [c] It does not conform to the standards pf

frequency tolerance required by international agreement and is therefore a source of

interference to other W/T stations in New Zealand and in other countries and in

addition results in inefficiency from a Naval Communications point of view.....

The Captain concluded A.....having in mind t
make some financial provision in the forthcoming estimates the sum of $6000 has

been provisionally arranged to be put forward as necessary ..... and represents a

purely arbitrary estimate of the amount r eq

C

Bear in mind this figure of $6000 was in marked contrast to the $20,000 quoted
earlier by the Naval Secretary as being the cost of new equipment for a replacement
Philomel W/T station. Nevertheless, local pride or local price won the day and on the
15" February, 1939, the district engineer of the Public Works Department was
tasked with providing a new wireless station in the naval base. Purists may be
disappointed to learn that the proposed new wireless station was not for operational
or tactical parameters but simply to clear an area of the base for a new central office



block! Even so, the Public Works Engineer was left in little doubt about the urgency
of his task.

He wa s Intcanhedtion with this task to provide new office accommodation it is
necessary to resite the W/T station of HMS Philomel, bearing in mind that:

[1] Approval has been obtained for this to occur under the provisions of job 513.
[2] A site has been selected and overall dimensions have been communicated to
your representative. The proposed building should be of re-inforced concrete with a
wood floor.

[3] The existing masts will work in the new position.

[4] The station should be operational by the end of March 1939

To meet this six-week deadline it was necessary to find a new home for the
proposed Auckland Naval Radio and to find it quickly. Valuable time was lost
canvassing sites on Mt Victoria and at Whangaparaoa before the Naval Secretary
was told AWith ref er"eaycle39 {lbEndoset Betetvithisd of 4
plan of the eastern end of [the] Naval Base showing the site of the new W/T station,
WI/T masts and stays and proposed new road, guard houses and fence. [2] The
erection of W/T building and foundations for masts and stays are being done by
Public Works Departrment at an estimated cost of $1600. [3] The dismantling,
removing to new sites and re-erection of the masts is being carried out by naval
personnel of H.M.S. Philomel as is also the removal and re-erection of the W/T
equipment. [4] Base labour is being used for plumbing work, rigging work on masts,
running temporary electricity supply cables, overhaul of W/T machinery and carrying
out all other electrical work in the new building. This involves additional expenditure
estimated at $200 Labour and $300 materials.

Before the transfer could take place it was considered necessary for the antennae to

be examined to determine their fitness for their new environment. This task fell to a

RoyalNavy Warrant Shipwright who, 0 Had the hono
on the wood masts and rigging of the shore wireless station New Daventry:

[a] Both masts and yards are in a very sound condition and are satisfactory. [b]

Masts are not fitted with lightning conductors. This omission should be rectified

before the mastsarere-er ect ed. 0

The two masts were shifted and it may be of interest to report that the concrete block
base of one of the masts is still clearly visible outside the door of the Philomel
Library. Unfortunately though, the time spent finding a new home significantly
delayed the 31 March operational deadline to the extent that on 24 April, Messrs
Winstone Ltd were advised that their quotation to supply and lay flat roofing to the
wireless station at the Devonport Naval Base for the sum of $151.40 had been
declined in favour of a more satisfactory price. A separate memo disclosed that the
successful tender was a whole $7.40c cheaper, at $144.00. This specification for
concrete roofing was to have later repercussions.

The completed building contained four rooms. The entrance door was in the centre

of the North face of the building, leading directly to a hallway running North and

South. Inside the door the office on the right was the officer-in-c har ge or senior r
office while the larger room on the left was the main W/T office. At the end of the hallway on

the right was a small storeroom and toilet while on the left, running along the South face was
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the battery room with a long lead bench and sink. Apart from its concrete roof the building
did have another distinguishing characteristic in that the entrance door was at the back of
the building. As built, the northern face of the building did face the road but three years later
the road was re-aligned to the South to better align with the guardhouse erected at the
entrance gate.

The Port Wireless Building alongside the R.C. Chapel. Those with a keen eye will note that
when this picture was taken the building was no longer in use as a wireless office as the two
historic masts had already been removed. Also clearly visible in the picture are the famous
green huts, two of which played a significant role in the training of many communicators.

The other distinguishing feature mentioned was the concrete slab roof. This later led to the
claim that the building was fi b o q@lv o thdugh just how small any bomb would need to
have been to be repelled was fortunately, never put to the test. Later, when the W/T station
had to be re-sited from North Head [for the first time] the possibility of placing the radio
station above the Radio Workshops (which had taken over the ground floor) was explored at
some length before being dismissed on the grounds of cost.

Delayed Delivery

With the station built there was still no consensus on the equipment it was to use. The only
option was to continue to use the original equipment, the two type 37 transmitters from New
Daventry which were carried strapped to a door balanced on the back of Leading
Telegraphist Jack Williamsonb6s motorbike.
erection had not been matched by the provision of equipment.

The paper war regarding the search for new equipment took six months before Admiralty
finally agreed on what they considered the minimum outfit necessary to meet their
requirements in NZ. These were for a type 57 H/F and a type 59 M/F transmitters, {identical
to the equipment fitted in the cruisers Bellona and Black Prince, later to figure prominently in
the RNZN] a B28 and a B29 receiver together with associated wavemeters at a total cost of

Unfor



