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Canberra’s Original Aerodrome and First Air Crash: 
Dickson’s Heritage of the Air

Jane Goffman

Jane Goffman is a town planner in private practice 
in Canberra and a member of the Council of the 
National Trust of Australia (ACT). With the assistance 
of James Oglethorpe, Website Coordinator for No.3 
Squadron R.A.A.F. Association in Sydney, she presented 
the story of Canberra’s first official aerodrome, 
and first aviation disaster, to the Australia ICOMOS 
Heritage of the Air conference in Canberra on 16 
November 2019. The tragic accident on the 11th of 
February 1926 caused the deaths that day of two air 
force members of No.3 Squadron RAAF, and the loss 
of their two-seat DH9 biplane, during a mission to 
survey the Murrumbidgee Valley.1 
As a result of their joint research, a detailed contour 
survey of the aerodrome that the Federal Capital 
Commission (FCC) produced six months after the 
crash has now been located, digitised and added to 
the Historic Plans available via ACTmapi (the ACT 
Government’s interactive mapping service). This means 
that anyone with a smartphone or internet access can 
pull up the aerodrome survey and see exactly where 
the site was and what was on the ground.2

Canberra’s first Parliament House hadn’t 
even opened yet when the Capital Territory 
suffered its first fatal plane crash.

Canberra’s first aerodrome opened in 
March 1924.3 Its 173 acres occupied roughly 
40 per cent of the current suburb of Dickson.4 
The aerodrome covered most of the land 
that lies east of Daramalan College: between 
Antill Street to the north, Majura Avenue to 
the south, Dickson Library to the west and 
Dutton Street to the east. Back then, this was 
an undeveloped relatively flat area of grassed 
limestone plain at the outer northern fringe 
of the national capital, used since the 1830s 
for sheep grazing. The site was traversed 
by a shallow intermittent creek line that 
meandered from the ridge of hills to the east 
to join the main north-south creek flowing 
through the valley (Sullivan’s Creek). It was 
referred to at the time as either Canberra 
Aerodrome or the Aerodrome at Canberra, 
and only much later in the 1980s was labelled 
‘Northbourne Aviation Ground’.

BELOW:  The current suburb of Dickson with an overlay of 
the Canberra Aerodrome site. 
Source:  ACTmapi 2019 aerial photograph, with overlay by the 

author
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For thousands of years this area had 
been a transport node. Aboriginal tracks 
diverged from the Molonglo River crossing 
point, travelling north-east towards Lake 
George, and north-west towards the Yass 
River. Today the modern Federal and Barton 
highways run along the same ridge routes. 
There was even an ‘aerial’ aspect to the travels 
of ancient peoples through this region, as they 
followed the annual Bogong moth migration 
towards the Alps. 

The grassy plain at Dickson also 
formed part of Canberra’s earliest colonial 
heritage, purchased in the 1830s to add to the 
Duntroon sheep run that had been granted 
to the wealthy Campbell mercantile family 
headed by Robert Campbell.5 It remained in 
their family’s ownership until acquired by the 
Federal Government in 1912 for the Royal 
Military College. Early military flights to 
the Canberra district set down in a football 
field next to the college buildings – the first 
landings were recorded to have taken place 
there in July 1920.6 

In 1918, Walter Burley Griffin’s final 
plan and blueprint for Canberra (published 
in 1922) made provision for a large ‘Industrial 

Area’ north of Majura Avenue, where Dickson 
was later gazetted, and included a small 
aerodrome to the north of a planned railway 
station.7 Northbourne Avenue, Canberra’s 
main north-south approach route to the city 
centre, takes its name from this station that 
was never built. During the First World War, 
this industrial area was one of several sites 
considered for a small arms factory.8 However 
the factory and railway line never came to 
fruition and the aerodrome was ultimately the 
only industrial land use that took place, albeit 
larger and with a more irregular boundary 
than Griffin had shown. Incidentally, 
Dickson’s ABC Studios and Dooring Street 
lie where Griffin planned the city’s northern 
station. 

In 1919, political pressure caused the 
government to allocate unused land to ‘soldier 
settlers’ returning from the First World 
War. The Ainslie-Majura subdivision broke 
up Griffin’s Industrial Area into nine rural 
holdings and the largest and best of those 
blocks (Block 98i, covering 459 acres) was 
granted to Mr Edward Shumack in 1919 and 
formally leased in December 1920.9 Shumack 
(known as Ted) came from a respected local 
farming family, and seems to have already 
had his own house close to St Ninian’s Church 
(on a block of land where Lyneham preschool 
is situated now), not far from the old Yass 
Road and uphill from Sullivan’s Creek. Ted 
Shumack was the youngest of 11 children 
born to Elizabeth and Peter Shumack.10 He 
had signed up for the Army in 1917, aged 
28, initially with the Sportsman’s Unit (the 
19th Battalion) but was transferred to the 
35th Battalion.11 Shumack saw action on the 
Western Front during the intense fighting 
of 1918, and survived two bouts of serious 
illness: first trench fever and later influenza, 
in the pandemic just before the Armistice. He 
returned to Australia on the HMAT Euripides 
in October 1919. 

In 1920, while Shumack was signing 
the papers and taking out mortgages to buy 
sheep for his new soldier-settler block, a 
younger Army Cadet had been making a 
name for himself only a few kilometres away 
at the Royal Military College, Duntroon. 

BELOW:  Aerodrome at Canberra, sketch of proposed 
aerodrome, 1923. 
Source: NAA A199 FC1924:447 (in Federal Capital Advisory 

Committee file AC446)



28 Canberra Historical Journal  March 2020

Canberra’s Original Aerodrome and First Air Crash

Philip Mackenzie Pitt, known as Peter (born 
21 August 1899) was studying towards 
an Army Artillery career, after moving to 
Canberra from Queensland. He showed 
notable scholastic ability and was a champion 
athlete at the College, a swimmer, runner, and 
member of the RMC’s first XV rugby team.12 
He was later seconded to the Air Force, 
learning to fly in 1925. 

Civil aviation developed rapidly in the 
early 1920s. The Commonwealth Government 
sought to regulate it, and nationalise the 
ownership of airports. Following site 
investigations in February 1923 by Colonel 
Percy Owen,13 the southern third (173 acres) 
of Shumack’s block was leased back by the 
Department of Defence on 6 March 1924 for 
the new official aerodrome. The first flight 
we know of to Canberra Aerodrome was by 
Captain John Knowles Im Thurn of the HMS 
Hood (who later became a Vice Admiral of 
the British Royal Navy), piloted by Flight 
Lieutenant Raymond Brownell (a First World 
War flying ace from Tasmania). The pair were 
reported to have flown on a daytrip from 
Sydney to Canberra on 14 April 1924 and Im 
Thurn was quoted enthusiastically describing 
it as ‘a wonderful trip’.14

The original Canberra Aerodrome was 
a rudimentary affair, with no paved runways 
or buildings and limited improvements.15 
The aerodrome was fenced on three sides, 
and the main improvements were a 60 foot 

(18m) diameter whitewashed concrete marker 
poured in a shallow trench at the centre of 
the landing ground to make it visible from 
the air,16 a windsock at the southwest corner 
of the landing ground, and four whitewashed 
concrete lockspit markers to indicate the 
corners of the landing ground. Two gates 
provided access from adjoining properties: 
one on the western boundary, reached via a 
track that ran from Sullivan’s Creek through 
Ted Shumack’s land, and the other on the 
southern boundary, where Majura Avenue lies 
now. 

Canberra in the mid 1920s was a tiny 
settlement, with just over 2 000 people and 
relatively little transport demand, since 
the Federal Parliament was still sitting in 
Melbourne. The new aerodrome was used for 
occasional private flights, and military flights 
visiting the capital.

One military unit that flew to Canberra 
regularly was the Air Force’s No.3 Squadron, 
based in Richmond NSW. Formed in July 
1925 as part of the RAAF’s expansion scheme, 
the Squadron operated a variety of aircraft, 
including De Havilland DH9s used for aerial 
photography. Canberra required a lot of new 
maps, and the Squadron’s records show more 
than 30 sorties visited Canberra Aerodrome 
over the last six months of 1925. 

The Squadron’s first Canberra aerial 
photography mission in 1926 was scheduled 
for Thursday 11 February. Two DH9s were 
dispatched from Richmond, to rendezvous 
at Canberra at 10:30am. The first of these 
was flown by a Flight Lieutenant Hepburn 

ABOVE:  Colonel Percy Owen at the Aerodrome site 
inspection, 15 February 1923. 
Source: NAA A3560 398
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on February 10th. The second DH9, coded 
A6-28, was flown by Flying Officer Pitt, the 
Duntroon graduate. Pitt was accompanied by 
an experienced photographer, Aircraftsman 
William Edward Callander (born 2 September 
1900) in the backseat. They were 26 and 25 at 
the time.

It was a fine day and must have been a 
glorious two hour journey south for them, 
following the old roads much of the way. 
However, tragedy occurred as Pitt approached 
from the south-east, having descended to 
approximately 40 metres, and made a right 
hand turn over the neighbouring paddock to 

enter the final approach from the north-west. 
While Pitt was turning, his DH9 stalled at low 
altitude, spun and suddenly plunged to the 
ground. 

Watching from Shumack’s paddock 
to the north was the ploughman Walter 
Johnson, who was only about 70 metres away 
from where the plane came down. Johnson 
leapt the fence to try to save the two men 
trapped in the wreckage. Ripping the gun 
ring away with his bare hands, Johnson 
managed to drag Callander out and carry 
him clear just before a huge sheet of flames 
erupted and consumed the wreckage. It 

ABOVE:  RAAF De Havilland DH9 A6-28 crash at Canberra, 
1926. 
Source: NAA Mildenhall collection A3560 440

BELOW:  RAAF De Havilland DH9 A6-28 crash at Canberra, 
1926. 
Source: NAA Mildenhall collection A3560 439
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became impossible for Johnson to reach the 
motionless pilot, Pitt, who was still strapped 
in. The three other witnesses to the crash were 
Flight Lieutenant Hepburn, accompanied 
by a Mr Moss and a Mr Connelly from the 
Department of Works and Railways, who had 
driven to the site to meet the plane. Callander 
had been rescued from the fire, but the impact 
of the crash caused severe internal injuries, 
which resulted in his death in Canberra 
Hospital at Acton that same evening. 

Callander’s wife Violet left Richmond 
by train after receiving a telegram that her 
husband had been injured, but was unable to 
reach Canberra in time to see him alive. The 
crash was noted in Hansard17 that same night, 
and newspapers nationwide.

A Coroner’s Inquest was convened the 
following Monday in Canberra, and a formal 
RAAF Inquiry took evidence in Canberra, 
Melbourne and Richmond.18

Numerous competent witnesses had 
been present at the aerodrome that fateful 
morning. All testified the likely cause of 
the accident was simple pilot error while 
executing the turn. Pitt had been relatively 
inexperienced, having graduated from 
Flying School only three months prior. It was 
Canberra’s first fatal aviation accident and 
only the third on record for the RAAF (which 
had been in existence for just under five 
years). Elaborate military funerals, held that 
weekend, underscored the widespread shock 
and grief that surrounded this crash.

At that time the FCC employed an 
information officer and official photographer, 
William James Mildenhall, who promptly 
attended the crash site. His dramatic photos 
of the crash scene were published all over the 
country. Digitising those has allowed us to 
triangulate the exact location of the crash to 
within a few metres.19 The ploughman Walter 
Johnson (visible in Mildenhall’s photo that 
shows Black Mountain in the background) 
later received a Bronze Medal bravery award 
from the Royal Humane Society of Australasia 
for his heroic efforts.20

Callander was buried in the historic St 
John’s Churchyard at Reid on the Saturday 
with his widow present. Pitt, a devout 
Roman Catholic, was buried at Queanbeyan’s 
Riverside cemetery the following day, as 
there was no consecrated Catholic burial 
ground in the Territory. Pitt was unmarried, 
but the press mentioned his grieving parents 
and sisters in Queensland. Pitt was also 
fondly remembered by his former Duntroon 
colleagues, instructors, and many staff.21 
Callander’s wife and two young children were 
left bereft by the tragedy and later moved back 
to Western Australia to be near the children’s 
grandparents. 

Despite the pomp and ceremony of the 
funerals, there were no official gravestones 
erected for these two peacetime casualties. 
The dead aviators’ families both lived a long 
way from Canberra, and the Great Depression 
in the years that followed would have made it 
harder to afford to pay for headstones.22 As a 
result, neither grave has had a headstone until 
recent years. St John’s Church kindly used 
a heritage grant in 2009-10 to erect a grave 
marker for Callander. Unfortunately there 
are several errors on the current plaque. Pitt’s 
plot in Queanbeyan remains unadorned23 and 
No.3 Squadron Association is campaigning to 
organise an appropriate monument in time 
for the centenary of the crash in 2026.

 A few months after the FCC surveyed 
the aerodrome in August 1926, the 
Department of Defence decided that the 
aerodrome should be transferred to Majura 
Valley. This second aerodrome site lay at the 
western end of Canberra’s modern airport.24 
The main impetus for the transfer was the 
urgent need to prepare for the Royal visit and 
opening ceremonies for Parliament House in 
1927, and the continuing reluctance of the 
FCC to issue a long-term lease, which would 
have allowed hangars and other facilities to be 
built. The Majura Valley site was flatter and 
could easily be expanded. In the short term, 
it had sufficient space to accommodate the 
many aircraft expected in Canberra for the 
opening of the first Parliament House. 

The original aerodrome at Dickson 
reverted to grazing. Shumack eventually sold 

LEFT:  Fatal plane crash at Canberra. 
Source: The Sun (Sydney), 11 February 1926. p. 13
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Letters of support 
 

1  No. 3 Squadron RAAF Association 
2  Engineers Australia 
3  Canberra and District Historical Society 

 
 



No.3 Squadron RAAF Association 

NSW Treasurer - James Oglethorpe 

129 Jersey Rd, Woollahra, NSW 2025. 

Tel:   

Mob:  

Email: raaf3squadron@yahoo.com.au 

Website: www.3squadron.org.au 

Mr Gary Kent  

President 

National Trust of Australia (ACT)  

Unit 2.03, Level 2 Griffin Centre 

20 Genge Street, Canberra City ACT 2601. 

PO Box 1144. Civic Square, ACT 2608 

By Email: president@nationaltrustact.org.au 

Thursday 21 May 2020. 

Dear Mr Kent, 

RE: INVITATION TO JOINTLY NOMINATE THE ORIGINAL CANBERRA AERODROME REMNANTS, 

DICKSON, TO THE A.C.T. HERITAGE REGISTER. 

On behalf of the Members of No.3 Squadron RAAF Association, I would like to thank you for your 

invitation of 20 May.  Our Association strongly supports the proposed Heritage Nomination of any 

remnants of the Original Canberra Aerodrome.  We will be very pleased to join with the National Trust 

in progressing this nomination. 

As you mentioned in your letter, the Royal Australian Air Force, and in particular No.3 Squadron, have 

a strong association with these remnants.  They mark the site of the Squadron’s earliest substantial 

“civil service” endeavour - the aerial photographic survey of the Canberra region.  In addition, some 

of the best early photographs depicting the operation of the Squadron (by Canberra photographer W. 

J. Mildenhall) were taken on this site.    

The tragic loss of two 3 Squadron serving members, in the ACT’s first fatal aviation accident on 

11/02/1926, was also 3 Squadron RAAF’s first fatal accident, following the Squadron’s formation at 

Richmond in July 1925.  (The entire Air Force had only suffered two previous fatal crashes since its 

inception in 1921 and the 1926 Canberra crash was an event of substantial national news interest.)   

Our Association has been very pleased to have been involved so far in adding to and correcting the 

historical record of the Original Canberra Aerodrome.  We very much look forward to the preservation 

of these remaining concrete aerodrome markings, which date back to the Dawn of Aviation in 

Australia. 

Sincerely, 

www.3squadron.org.au 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 

Original Canberra Aerodrome at Dickson 
 
 
To Whom it May Concern 
 
Please be advised that Engineers Australia, acting on advice and recommendation from its 
Special Interest Group, Engineering Heritage Canberra, wholeheartedly supports the ACT 
Heritage joint nomination by the National Trust of Australia (ACT) and No 3 Squadron RAAF 
Association for the concrete remnants of the former (original) Canberra Aerodrome at Dickson. 
 
The aerodrome remnants being nominated were part of the first area of land formally used as 
Canberra’s airport. 
 
Whilst the facilities provided by today’s standards were considerably basic, they still required 
application of engineering skills, which would have involved detailed pre-planning, design and 
survey.  The facilities provided were limited to very few aerodromes in Australia at the time.  
Subject to further investigation, the aerodrome remnants in the form of the Concrete Circle 
Centre Marker and one or more concrete 'Lockspit' boundary markers on the aerodrome site are 
unique in that they may be the last remaining examples of their kind. 
 
Further, the aerodrome should not be overlooked for its place in Australia’s history, and whilst it 
was primarily used as an emergency landing strip for civilian planes and for aerial surveys 
commissioned by the Federal Capital Commission and undertaken by the RAAF, it was the only 
airfield for visiting dignitaries.  The airfield was designated as an aerodrome in 1924; there are 
unsubstantiated stories of its use prior to that time.  Further research may be required in this 
regard. 
 
Thus, it is with great pleasure that Engineers Australia supports the nomination. 
 
Yours sincerely 

 
A/g General Manager, Canberra Division 
t:  | ext:  | m:    
Engineering House, 11 National Crt, BARTON  ACT  2600 
 
3 June 2020 
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Aerodrome ground markings (1928) 
 

Source: The Airways Museum and Civil Aviation 
Historical Society 

http://www.airwaysmuseum.com/Downloads/Aerodro
me%20ground%20marks%20Y-51%20CAHS.pdf 



Aerodrome ground marks Y-51 CAHS.jpg
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https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj-934406909 

25. NAA: A9300, PITT P M 
26. GLEANINGS.(1924, April 17). Singleton Argus (NSW: 1880 - 1954), page 1 retrieved 10 July 

2019, from http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article80951270 
27. Aerial photos from 1950 and 1958 clearly show parts of the whitewashed concrete ring were 

still extant, and are therefore believed to remain on Blocks 25-26 Section 72 Dickson (the 
former Downer Club, Space Dome Planetarium and Observatory site and adjoining public 
land bordering the stormwater channel)  

28. Australia, House of Representatives, Debates, 11 February 1926, page 916 Questions by Mr 
Bowden to Sir Neville Howse, Minister for Defence, regarding 'Aeroplane fatality at Canberra’. 
Retrieved 11 October 2018, 
from https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/download/hansard80/hansardr80/1926-02-
11/toc_pdf/19260211_reps_10_112.pdf 

29. NAA: A1, 1926/3472 Aeroplane crash at Canberra 
30. NAA: A9300, PITT P M pages 8-34 for RAAF Inquiry 
31. NAA: A9301, 370 CALLANDER W E pages 14-40 for RAAF Inquiry 
32. NAA: A3560, 438; NAA: A3560, 439; NAA: A3560, 440 photos by W J Mildenhall of the 

wreckage of the De Havilland DH9 at Canberra Aerodrome [all recently re-catalogued as the 
1926 crash] 

33. NAA: A3560, 2883 Walter Ernest Johnson after presentation with a Bronze medallion 
34. The Fatal Aeroplane Disaster at Ainslie. Obsequies of the Victims. Queanbeyan Age, 

Tuesday 16 February 1926, page 3, retrieved 17 January 2020, from 
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/31682431 

35. William Callander’s older brother Alexander was killed in the First World War in 1917 and is 
buried at the British Elms Cemetery in Flanders – see https://www.cwgc.org/find-war-
dead/casualty/136405/CALLANDER,%20ALEXANDER%20LOUIS, accessed 15 January 
2020 

36. Philip Mackenzie Pitt was buried at Queanbeyan Riverside Cemetery Roman Catholic 
Portion, Section 3, Row K, Lot 30 (Source: Cemetery Register accessed in 2018) 

37. Aerodome for Canberra. New Site Chosen. Canberra Times, Thursday 11 November 1926, 
page 1 retrieved 10 August 2019, from https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/1208517 

38. Email communications between Colin Owers, Australian War Memorial curator, and De 
Havilland DH9 restoration expert Guy Black in the UK during October 2019 regarding brass 
object owned by Canberra and District Historical Society (originally the bomb sight of the De 
Havilland DH9 that crashed on 11 February 1926). 
 
  

Further notes re Pitt: Pitt was garrisoned with the Royal Australian Army Corps at Georges Heights in 
Mosman, Sydney after returning from a year of artillery training in Britain in 1921. He was seconded to 
the RAAF in 1925 and did his flight training at Point Cook Flying Training School in Victoria before 
being posted to Richmond NSW. The RMC Army Museum at Duntroon has his Duntroon cadet file 
and graduation photograph. 
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HERITAGE NOMINATION – ORIGINAL CANBERRA AERODROME REMNANTS 
AT DICKSON 
 
Dear Mr Flannery 
 
Please find enclosed our joint nomination with the No. 3 Squadron Royal Australian 
Air Force (RAAF) Association for the original Canberra Aerodrome remnants at 
Dickson. 
 
This aerodrome was first shown on Walter Burley Griffin’s final plan and blueprint, 
drawn in 1918 and published in 1922. It was operational for almost 3 years and 
located on Edward Shumack’s soldier settlement block. The southern boundary of 
the aerodrome was Majura Avenue. 
 
Members of our two organisations have carried out intensive research over several 
years, and we believe the former aerodrome at Dickson, the first in the Territory, 
contains significant archaeological remains that date back to the dawn of aviation in 
Australia. The nomination is strongly supported by Engineers Australia and the 
Canberra and District Historical Society. 
 
The central whitewashed concrete ring at Blocks 25-26 Section 72 Dickson and two 
of the four original concrete lockspit boundary markers are believed to be the last 
tangible remnants of the landing ground. They form the historic link to the site’s use 
by the Federal Capital Commission (FCC) in the mid-1920s for the early planning of 
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Canberra using the most modern technology available. That involved working closely 
with the RAAF to carry out aerial photography.  
 
In order to establish with confidence that the key remnants below ground still exist, 
provisional registration is necessary to ensure heritage protection measures are 
adopted within the immediate vicinity of the central concrete ring that marked the 
landing ground. The central ring’s location is known from the FCC’s historic 1926 
survey plus aerial photography in 1950-58. Fragments found scattered nearby, a 
portion of concrete on the surface at Dickson Wetlands, together with the history of 
development and land use in this area, give us cause to believe that their continued 
existence is plausible.  
 
Provisional registration will make it possible for further research and archaeological 
investigations to be conducted using ground penetrating radar, so as to accurately 
determine the current extent of archaeological remains. 
 
Development of the aerodrome was important to the early planning of Canberra, as 
well as to the nascent aviation industry in the Territory: 

• the aerodrome was the first official aviation facility in the ACT planned, leased 
and developed for the purpose 

• the aerodrome hosted both civilian and military aircraft 
• early planning of Canberra relied heavily on aerial photography missions 

flying from this aerodrome, especially the No. 3 Squadron of the Royal 
Australian Air Force 

• the capital’s first fatal air crash took place on site while No. 3 Squadron was 
performing an aerial photography mission for the FCC 

• the capital’s first fatal air crash was documented shortly after the event as part 
of the photographic legacy of William James (Jack) Mildenhall, working for the 
FCC 

• the two Air Force members killed in this air crash were both buried in the 
Canberra region 

• the farm worker Walter Johnson who attempted to save their lives, and was 
subsequently recognised for his heroic efforts, has close relatives living in the 
Canberra region  

• the aerodrome served as an emergency landing site on the Adelaide-Sydney 
service commenced by the Australian Aerial Service in 1924  

• the aerodrome was the entry point to Canberra for visiting dignitaries  
• Engineers Australia has recognised the aerodrome as significant in the 

development of aviation in the ACT and published its engineering history 
• Canberra and District Historical Society has recognised the aerodrome as 

significant in the history of Canberra and published recent research 
• remains of the central concrete ring are believed to be the only surviving 

example in Australia of the very earliest method for marking aerodromes 
• the site demonstrates the transition from a rural outer area through multiple 

stages of land use and development to shape the national capital. 
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The tragic loss of two serving Air Force members in the capital’s first fatal air crash, 
which took place on this aerodrome, also deserves to be properly commemorated. 
The act of telling these stories and honouring our shared past endeavours plays an 
important role in community-building and placemaking.  
 
Recognising the historic place, and telling the story of the Territory’s earliest aviation 
heritage for generations to come, represents an exciting opportunity and an 
investment in the future.  
 
Yours sincerely 

 
Gary Kent 
President 
 
15 June 2020 
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Dear Ms Chaston 

Thank you for your email of 17 June 2020 seeking clarification of some aspects of 
the joint nomination of the Original Canberra Aerodrome remnants. 

The boundary of the three significant historic landing ground structures is somewhat 
difficult to determine with precision given their current status as archaeological 
remains with limited physical evidence. We are therefore proposing to nominate a 
circular disc area in each instance that corresponds to their locations shown on the 
1926 FCC survey of the original aerodrome (using ACTmapi Historic Plans), plus a 
protective surrounding buffer and the ground below that to a maximum depth of 2m. 
Please see attached diagrams.  

1.     RING specification 

The central concrete ring marker is known to have a radius of approximately 30 feet 
(9.15m), so the area nominated is a circular disc with radius 9.15m + 2.5m = 11.65m 
using the centroid located on Part Block 25 Section 72 Dickson. 

Ring centroid coordinates  -35.250306, 149.145610 radius 11.65m, 2m depth. 

2.     LOCKSPITS (A and B) specification 

Each arm of the lockspit based on the survey is approximately 22 feet long (6.7m). In 
the case of Lockspit A, where there is physical evidence visible on the surface 
several metres beyond that buffer, we wish to nominate a circular disc radius = 18m 
and 1m depth.  In the case of Lockspit B where there has been more soil disturbance 
and level changes, we prefer to nominate a reduced radius = 9m and 2m depth. 

Lockspit A centroid coordinates -35.252218, 149.149233 radius 18m, 1m depth 

Lockspit B centroid coordinates -35.248639, 149.148896 radius 9m, 2m depth  
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In relation to your further queries: 

 the entire square meterage of all the listed blocks (Blocks 25-26 Section 72; 
Block 33 Section 73; Block 6 Section 76 Dickson) is not part of the nomination 

 specific areas of archaeological potential are the basis of the nomination 
 intangible values of the aerodrome in general is not part of the nomination 
 the surface remains of the ring and lockspit – if these are verified, then any 

surface remains would necessarily form part of the nomination and be of 
heritage value.  

We trust that the nomination is sufficiently comprehensive to allow the Heritage 
Council to proceed to carry out its own investigations, and look forward to working 
closely with both the ACT Government and Heritage Council on this matter. 

Kind regards 

   

Gary Kent 
President 
 
29 June 2020 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 











Q and A Talking points – Original Canberra Aerodrome remnants at Dickson 

At its meeting of 23 July, the ACT Heritage Council (the Council) accepted a 
nomination to the ACT Heritage Register (the Register) for the Original 
Canberra Aerodrome remnants at Dickson (the Dickson Aerodrome). 

What is the Dickson Aerodrome? 

 The first official facility planned, leased and developed for the purpose 
of aviation in the ACT. 

 Used for aerial photographic surveys in the 1920s for the early planning 
of the new Federal Capital Territory 

 Location of the first fatal air crash in the ACT, resulting in death of two 
No. 3 Squadron RAAF personnel. 

Physical features of the nomination 

 Concrete fragments of the original ‘ring,’ used as the aerial landing aid. 

 Potential sub-surface remains of Lockspit A, once used to mark out 
landing ground (one of an original four). 

 Potential sub-surface remains of Lockspit B, once used to mark out 
landing ground (one of an original four). 

Who nominated the Dickson Aerodrome? 

 Nominated in partnership by: 

o National Trust of Australia (ACT) 

o No. 3 Squadron Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) Association 

Why did the Council accept the nomination? 

 The Council’s functions are outlined under the Heritage Act 2004 (the 
Heritage Act). 

 The Heritage Act tells the Council to decide whether to accept or dismiss 
a nomination application as soon as practicable. 
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 There are conditions where the Council may dismiss a nomination 
application. 

 Dismissal may occur if the nomination is frivolous, vexatious, 
misconceived, lacking in substance, not made honestly, or: 

o The Council has previously decided not to register the place, and is 
satisfied the nomination application shows no substantial new 
grounds for registration. 

 The nomination application for Dickson Aerodrome did not meet 
dismissal conditions. 

Does this mean the Dickson Aerodrome is heritage listed? 

 Now that the Council has accepted the nomination application, Dickson 
Aerodrome will appear on the Register as ‘nominated.’ 

 Some provisions of the Heritage Act are now applicable to the place, 
such as the requirement of the Council to provide advice to the planning 
and land authority on the effects of development on likely heritage 
significance. 

 Nomination represents the initial, threshold step of the heritage-
registration process. 

 Nomination alone ought not to be taken as final heritage listing. 

Will the nomination stop development? 

 nominations don’t prohibit development.  

 The nomination will require consideration of impacts on potential 
heritage values as part of the development application process. 

 A nominated or heritage registered place does not oblige owners to 
freeze a place in time or open it to the public as a museum. 

 The Council is aware that the nominated area relates to the Dickson 
Common Ground development application.  

 However, the Council can only comment on the nomination, and 
recommends questions on the Dickson Common Ground be directed to 
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the planning and land authority. 
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DATE: 23 July 2020 
 
VENUE:  Meeting conducted via Cisco Webex 
 
ATTENDED BY:  
 

 

 
As part of broader ACT Government efforts to encourage social distancing and help minimise 
the spread of novel coronavirus (COVID-19), the ACT Heritage Council conducted this 
meeting via Cisco Webex. 
 
In Attendance:  Ms Fiona Moore, Ms Jennifer O’Connell, Ms Meaghan Russell,  

Ms Daisy Chaston, Mr Sam Hosseini, Mr Richard Hekimian (part). 
 
Minutes: Ms Adriana Lulic 
 
 
1.0 WELCOME 
 
1.1 Acknowledgement of Country, attendance and apologies 
The ACT Heritage Council acknowledges the Indigenous peoples of Australia, and we 
welcome to this gathering today those of you that self-recognise with Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander descent. 
 
We acknowledge and recognise the significant contribution of the Ngunnawal people; and we 
pay our respects to their Elders, past and present, as the Traditional Custodians of the land on 
which we live and conduct our business, and on which we meet here today. 
 
We also recognise the substantial contribution to the Canberra region of neighbouring 
Nations– including Wiradjuri to the west, Walgalu to the south, Yuin to the east coast, 
Ngarigo to the south east, Gundungdurra to north east and the Ngambri people. 
 
 
 

Members Time In Time Out 
Chair 
Mr David Flannery 

9.30am 12.15pm 

Deputy Chair 
Dr Ken Heffernan 

9.30am 12.15pm 

Mr Gary Shipp apology  
Dr Laura Dawes 9.30am 12.15pm 
Prof Roz Hansen 9.30am 12.15pm 
Dr Douglas Hassell 9.30am 12.15pm 
Ms Amanda Evans 9.30am 12.15pm 
Ms Edwina Jans 9.30am 12.15pm 
Ms Gay Williamson 9.30am 12.15pm 
Chief Planning Executive 
Mr Ben Ponton 

apology  

Conservator of Flora and Fauna 
Mr Ian Walker 

9.30am 10.00am 
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There was extensive general discussion around the determination of the Heritage Council 
renumeration budget, bids to increase the budget for additional work around new projects and 
policies, budget pressures and constraints, and heritage fee charges.  
 
Ms Moore explained that the current renumeration budget is based on business as usual and 
budget bids need to be made each year for additional funding in relation to special projects.  
Ms Moore advised that where additional work, such as an ACAT appeal, was likely in a 
financial year, successful negotiation of an increased renumeration budget usually occurs.  
However, where these are unknown, the renumeration budget is based on business as usual. 
Mr Flannery noted that this was undertaken recently when he met with Directorate Executives 
to seek additional funding to upgrade the heritage website/database.  It was agreed that any 
additional budget requirements form part of the Council’s Strategic Plan. 
 
 
4.0 REGISTER ISSUES 
 
4.1 Minutes of Register and DA Taskforce Meeting – Ms Chaston 
Council noted the draft minutes of the combined Register and DA Taskforce meeting. 
  
4.2 Decisions on Nominations – Ms Chaston/Mr Hekimian 
 

Ms Chaston provided general information around acceptance and dismissal of 
nominations.  To reject a nomination the Council has to be satisfied that the nomination 
is frivolous, vexatious, misconceived, or lacking in substance; or was not made 
honestly; or the Council has previously decided not to register the place and the new 
applications shows no new ground for nomination. Where the nomination application is 
accepted, it will then proceed to assessment.   
 
Ms Chaston noted that all three nomination applications have met a completeness 
check. 

 
 4.2a Original Canberra Aerodrome Remnants, Dickson 

Council considered the nomination application for the Original Canberra Aerodrome 
Remnants at Dickson, jointly submitted by the National Trust of Australia (ACT) and 
No. 3 Squadron Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) Association.  Additional details 
were submitted by the nominator upon request. 

 
Ms Chaston explained that there are tangible remnants of the landing ground on the site, 
including the central whitewashed concrete ring and two of the four original concrete 
lockspit boundary markers.   
 
Since distribution of agenda papers, Ms Chaston circulated a map of the three areas of 
significance indicated as part of the nomination. 

 
4.2b Ginninderra Creek Corroboree Ground Cultural Gathering Place, Belconnen 
Council considered the nomination application for the Ginninderra Creek Corroboree 
Ground Cultural Gathering Place, submitted by the Ginninderry Aboriginal Advisory 
Group (GAAG). 
 
Dr Heffernan noted that he and Mr Shipp conducted a site visit and heard from 
traditional custodians who spoke about the site’s cultural significance.  
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Key advice issued during this period included:  

 On 10 June 2020, Council advice was provided on a concurrent DA and EIS 
exemption application for the Molonglo Valley transmission relocation project, which 
involves decommissioning of c.8.4km of existing overhead transmission lines, the 
removal of 29 existing towers, and the construction of a new underground easement, 
c.9.5km in length.  The Molonglo Valley has been subject to a number of heritage 
studies over the past 15 years to inform urban land releases such as Denman Prospect 
and Whitlam, and design of the project was informed by these studies and importantly, 
actively avoided a significant cultural area identified by RAOs in 2012 during an 
earlier study.  However, heritage investigation of and RAO consultation about the new 
easement has been relatively limited, and the potential heritage effects of 
decommissioning have not yet been assessed.  On this basis, Council advice on the 
referral identified further heritage assessment actions, and we anticipate that this will 
be provided in coming weeks and months; 

 On 15 June 2020, Council advice was provided on a draft amendment to the National 
Capital Plan for the North Curtin Diplomatic Estate.  This advice was provided by the 
Council Chair as delegate, and recommended a Cultural Heritage Assessment be 
prepared to inform consideration of the proposal; and 

 On 17 June 2020, a Statement of Heritage Effect (SHE) application was approved for 
condition assessments within the Orroral Valley fire area, of rock art sites, stone 
arrangements and high debris flow areas.  These condition assessments are not 
invasive and their outcomes will inform further conservation actions that may be 
required in response to fire damage and subsequent erosion.  The SHE approval was 
sought for actions that may be required in response to field conditions, such as the 
collection of detached stone fragments at rock art sites that are at risk of being lost or 
further damaged, or the movement of debris at stone arrangement sites that could 
impact the cultural positions of arranged stones.  The approval also authorised the 
movement of stone artefacts within high debris flow areas or on tracks which are also 
at risk of being lost or damaged. 
 

5.3    Historical Heritage – Ms Russell 
Council noted the agenda paper.  
 
57 pieces of formal Council advice on historic heritage submissions were reported during the 
period, mostly relating to DA referrals from ACTPLA and development queries from the 
general public. 

Key advice issued during this period included:  

 In June 2020, two pieces of Council advice were provided to ACTPLA regarding the 
Dickson Common Ground development, in response to a DA referral for services and 
street parking associated with the proposal.  Council advice on that DA was due on  
24 June, and a heritage nomination for the Canberra Aerodrome was received on  
15 June 2020.  In this context, Council advice was issued by the Chair as delegate, 
which set out the status of the nomination and that, at that time of advice, the Council 
is not yet able to form an opinion on whether the Canberra Aerodrome is likely to be 
of heritage significance, and therefore is not able to provide advice about the potential 
effects of development on the heritage significance as required under Section 60 of the 
Heritage Act.  Subsequently, Council advice on potential Notice of Decision heritage 
conditions was also provided to ACTPLA, including an assessment of the 
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development area by a qualified archaeologist to inform any further heritage 
assessment or management actions; and 

 On 6 July 2020, Council advice was provided on a DA amendment referral, which 
objected to proposed additions and alterations at 55 Leichardt Street, Kingston, and 
which recommended refusal of the DA.  This DA was discussed in the last Council 
meeting, as the original proposal did not comply with nine Mandatory Requirements 
and a further three Discretionary Requirements.  While some amendments have been 
made since that time, the proposal still does not comply with eight Mandatory 
Requirements and two Discretionary requirements, relating to issues such as two 
storey development, planting area, setbacks, tree protection and architectural form.  
Council advice on DAs commonly seeks to identify design changes that would avoid 
or minimise heritage impacts.  In this instance, the changes that would be required to 
bring the proposal into consistency with the guidelines are so extensive as to constitute 
a new development proposal. 
  

5.4 Conservation Management Plans – Ms Russell 
Council noted the agenda paper.  
 
Two pieces of Council advice provided on CMP applications, with further information and 
amendments requested for the Belconnen Farm CMP and the Yarralumla Woolshed CMP.   
 
5.5 Tree Removals – Ms Russell 
Council noted the agenda paper. 
 
13 pieces of advice provided on Tree Damaging Activity referrals, and a further five pieces of 
advice on tree removals under the Heritage Act.   

Key advice issued during this period includes:  

  In May 2020, Council advice was provided to TCCS on the annual tree removal and 
replacement program undertaken by the Tree Protection Unit.  The program included 
the removal of 50 trees within heritage areas on the basis of their poor health, and 
related to trees within Weston Park, Yarralumla Nursery, Telopea Park, Tuggeranong 
Homestead, Reid Housing Precinct, Corroboree Park Housing Precinct and John 
Knight Memorial Park.  The program was supported with conditions relating to 
replanting, setting out species and locational requirements, to ensure that the 
landscape and heritage values of each place are maintained. 

   
5.6 Taskforce Referrals – Ms Russell 
Council noted the agenda paper.  
  
 
6.0 POLICY AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
  
6.1 Heritage Grants Program – Ms Gleeson 
Council noted the agenda paper. 
 
Ms Moore noted that 31 heritage grant applications were received.  The Grants assessment 
panel will now put forward their recommendations to Minister Gentleman.  It is expected that 
successful grant projects will be announced in August 2020, ahead of the caretaker and 
election periods. 
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From: Moore, FionaF
Sent: Thursday, 13 August 2020 1:39 PM
To: President | National Trust ACT
Cc: info@nationaltrustact.org.au; Chaston, Daisy; 

Subject: RE: Notification - ACT Heritage Council - Nomination - Dickson Aerodrome

OFFICIAL 

Dear Mr Kent, 

Thank you for your return correspondence of 6 August about the ACT Heritage Council’s (Heritage Council) 
acceptance of the Original Canberra Aerodrome Remnants at Dickson.   

I understand the Community Services Directorate has arranged for a targeted heritage assessment of the area 
referred to in the nomination as the ‘concrete ring.’ This assessment also encompasses a Ground Penetrating Radar 
(GPR) survey of the concrete ring, which was undertaken on the morning of 13 August 2020. Members of the 
National Trust of Australia (ACT) were on-site to observe the GPR survey. Should the National Trust wish to obtain 
the results of this study, you are advised to contact Community Services Directorate. 

I note that the National Trust intends to conduct its own GPR survey of the additional nominated areas, referred to 
as the ‘lockspits’ in the nomination, in collaboration with the College of Asia and Pacific at the Australian National 
University. ACT Heritage is willing to meet with the National Trust to discuss any Heritage Council approvals you may 
require under the Heritage Act 2004 (Heritage Act) before commencing that work. Once your GPR survey continues 
in accordance with relevant approvals, the Heritage Council will look forward to reviewing, and, if required, 
providing advice on any further heritage management recommendations arising as a result of the survey.  

To discuss whether Heritage Act approvals are required, please nominate several suitable times when members of 
the National Trust are available. Please also indicate which members of the National Trust will be in attendance, and 
provide relevant contact details to Heritage@act.gov.au  

Regards, 

Fiona Moore | Senior Director, ACT Heritage | Secretary, ACT Heritage Council | (Mon-Tues, Thurs-Fri) 
Phone: +61 2 6205 9974 I Email: fionaf.moore@act.gov.au  
ACT Heritage I Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate I ACT Government  
480 Northbourne Avenue, Dickson ACT 2602 I GPO Box 158 Canberra ACT 2601 I www.environment.act.gov.au 

From: President | National Trust ACT <president@nationaltrustact.org.au>  
Sent: Thursday, 6 August 2020 3:27 PM 
To: Moore, FionaF <FionaF.Moore@act.gov.au> 
Cc: ; Chaston, Daisy <Daisy.Chaston@act.gov.au>; 

 
Subject: Notification - ACT Heritage Council - Nomination - Dickson Aerodrome 

CAUTION: This email originated from outside of the ACT Government. Do not click links or open attachments unless you 
recognise the sender and know the content is safe. 
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Dear Ms Moore, 
 
Thank you for notification of this decision by the Heritage Council to proceed to consider our joint nomination of the 
Original Canberra Aerodrome remnants at Dickson, its acceptance at this preliminary stage is welcome news. 
 
We are hoping to make an appointment to discuss the next steps with the Heritage Unit as soon as possible, so as to 
ensure that further site investigations are coordinated efficiently and that any necessary permissions are obtained.  
 
We’ve established that the ANU’s College of Asia and Pacific owns a set of GPR equipment, that it's located in 
Canberra, but its operational status is uncertain. We’ve also established that postgraduate students in Archaeology 
and Evolutionary Sciences are required to undertake an independent research project with supervision by faculty. 
Several members of faculty have expressed a willingness to supervise this particular project.  
 
Look forward to progressing this item in the near future via either a face to face meeting, Webex or Microsoft 
Teams.  
 
Kind regards, 
 
Gary Kent 
President 
 
 
 

On 23 Jul 2020, at 4:51 pm, Chaston, Daisy <Daisy.Chaston@act.gov.au> wrote: 
 
UNCLASSIFIED 
 
Dear Mr Kent 
  
Please find correspondence attached from the ACT Heritage Council. 
  
With thanks 
  
Daisy Chaston 
  
Daisy Chaston | Manager (Registrations) 
Phone: 6207 7379 I Email: daisy.chaston@act.gov.au 
ACT Heritage I Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development I ACT Government 
Dame Pattie Menzies House 16 Challis Street Dickson I GPO Box 158 Canberra ACT 2601 
www.environment.act.gov.au 
  
<image001.png>@EnvironPlan <image002.png> facebook.com/EnvironPlan 
  
  

----------------------------------------------------------------------- 
This email, and any attachments, may be confidential and also privileged. If you are not the intended 
recipient, please notify the sender and delete all copies of this transmission along with any 
attachments immediately. You should not copy or use it for any purpose, nor disclose its contents to 
any other person. 
----------------------------------------------------------------------- 

<Ltr to Nom National Trust.pdf> 
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1. Background and purpose of document 
Extent Heritage Pty Ltd (‘Extent Heritage’) has been engaged by Housing ACT to undertake 
archaeological investigations for a proposed development comprising the construction of a 
multi-unit public housing named ‘Common Ground Dickson’. The proposed development is to 
be located on a land parcel – Block 25, Section 72 Dickson – at 8 Hawdon Place, Dickson, 
Australian Capital Territory (ACT), 2602 (the ‘site’; Figure 1 and Figure 2). 

The site may contain sub-surface archaeological remains of a concrete, whitewashed, central 
ring marker (measuring approximately 20 m in diameter) deriving from the former Canberra 
Aerodrome (1924-1926) which occupied this locality (Figure 3). The nomination application 
associated with these remains was recently accepted by the ACT Heritage Council (‘Heritage 
Council’), and the Original Canberra Aerodrome remnants, Dickson, is now listed as a 
‘nominated’ place on the ACT Heritage Register. 

As a part of archaeological investigations at the site, Extent Heritage has developed an 
Unexpected Finds Protocol (UFP) that clearly sets out how any unanticipated archaeological 
objects or features would be managed if they are encountered over the course of the proposed 
development.  

This UFP includes a summary of the legislative context within which it operates, including the 
Australian Capital Territory (ACT) Heritage Act 2004 and the Planning and Development Act 
2007. Extent’s brief was to focus on non-Aboriginal archaeological heritage, however, some 
guidance in relation to potential Aboriginal archaeology has been included for your assistance. 

This document provides relevant information regarding cultural heritage objects and places in 
Section 3, followed by the technical procedure of the UFP in Sections 5 and 6. Supplementary 
information referenced by this document can be found in Appendices A and B. 
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2. Scope 
This UFP applies to the location described in Section 1. It was developed in conjunction with 
archaeological geophysical investigations at the proposed ‘Common Ground Dickson’ 
development. However, no physical excavation has been undertaken at the site and there 
remains potential for significant archaeology to exist there. 

If unexpected archaeological objects are encountered, this UFP must be followed. The UFP 
provides direction on when to stop work, where to seek technical advice and if required, how to 
notify the relevant authorities. 

This UFP applies to: 

 the discovery of any unexpected archaeological object(s) (e.g. during construction 
work), where any contractors involved in the construction process do not have the 
approval to disturb the object(s), or where safeguards for managing the disturbance 
(apart from this procedure) are not contained in the development application. 

This UFP must be followed by all Housing ACT staff and contractors that are associated with 
the construction works for the proposed development. 

This UFP does not apply to the discovery and disturbance of archaeological object(s) as a result 
of a cultural heritage assessment undertaken in accordance with the Cultural Heritage 
Reporting Policy published and implemented by the ACT Heritage Council (2015, 8), as part of 
the following statutory processes under the Heritage Act 2004: 

 a Heritage Guideline [s76(2)(i)]; 

 a Heritage Direction [s76(2)(ii)]; 

 a Heritage Agreement [s76(2)(iii)]; 

 a Conservation Management Plan approved by the Heritage Council [s76(2)(iv)]; 

 a Development Approval under the Planning and Development Act 2007 [s76(2)(v)]; 

 an Excavation Permit approved by the Heritage Council [s76(2)(vi)]; 

 a Statement of Heritage Effect approved by the Heritage Council [s76(2)(vii)]. 

Any construction environment management plan (CEMP) for this development should make 
reference to and/or include this UFP. Where an approved CEMP exists, it should be followed in 
the first instance. Where there is a difference between the approved CEMP and this UFP, the 
approved CEMP will usually prevail. Where an approved CEMP does not provide sufficient 
detail on particular issues, this UFP should be used as additional guidance.  
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3. Types of unexpected archaeological objects 
and their legal protection 

The roles of project staff and contractors on site are critical to the early identification and 
protection of unexpected archaeological object(s). Appendices A and B illustrate the wide range 
of non-Aboriginal (‘historic’) and Aboriginal archaeological objects that may be encountered and 
serves as a photographic guide for reference on site. Any potential unexpected archaeological 
object(s) encountered at the site must be identified and assessed by a heritage professional 
(usually an archaeologist) and/or a staff from ACT Heritage. 

‘Unexpected archaeological object(s)’ refers to any unanticipated discovery of a bona fide or 
potential archaeological object(s) for which the developer does not have approval to ‘disturb’ or 
does not have a safeguard in place (apart from this UFP) to manage the disturbance.  

‘Disturbance’ refers to the conduct of any physical interference with the object(s) that results in 
it being destroyed, defaced, damaged, harmed, impacted or altered in any way – including 
unsanctioned archaeological investigations. 

Any potential discoveries within the study area would typically fall within the following categories: 

(a) Non-Aboriginal (‘historic’) objects and places; 

(b) Aboriginal objects and places; 

The relevant legislation that applies to these categories is described below. 

3.1 Non-Aboriginal (‘historic’) objects and places 
In the Australian Capital Territory (ACT), non-Aboriginal ‘historic’ objects and places are 
afforded statutory protection under the Heritage Act 2004 (the ‘Act’). Under Part 13, Section 73 
of the Act, it is an offence to engage in conduct that diminishes the heritage significance of an 
object or place, and/or is reckless about whether the conduct would diminish the heritage 
significance of the object or place. A breach of Part 13, Section 73 of the Act could result in 
prosecution and significant fines. 

Under the Act, an ‘object’ is defined as: 

A natural or manufactured object, but does not include a building or any other man-made 
structure. 

A ‘place’ is defined by the Act as anything that is not an object, including the following: 

(a) a site, precinct or parcel of land; 

(b) a building or structure, or part of a building or structure; 

(c) the curtilage, or setting, of a building or structure, or part of a building or structure; 



 

Extent Heritage Pty Ltd | Common Ground Dickson: Unexpected Finds Protocol (UFP) 4 

(d) an object or feature historically associated with, and located at, the place. 

Examples of non-Aboriginal ‘historic’ objects and places that may be encountered within the 
ACT include historical artefacts such as ceramic and glass bottles as well as various structural 
remains made of wood, bricks, sandstone and concrete (RMS 2015, Appendix A; see Appendix 
A below).  

In the context of the Common Ground Dickson, and its association with the ACT’s early history 
of aviation, the types of ‘objects’ that may be present include: 

 Broken concrete deriving from the whitewashed, central ring marker (measuring 
approximately 20m in diameter) used by the former Canberra Aerodrome (1924-1926; 
see Figure 4–Figure 6). 

 Isolated artefacts suggestive of aviation activities (e.g. fragments of machinery, tools, 
etc). 

The discovery of any objects associated with the Canberra Aerodrome would relate to a place 
nominated for listing on the Register and would be protected by the Act. They should be 
managed according to the steps provided in Section 5 below. 

3.2 Aboriginal objects and places 
Similarly, Aboriginal objects and places are afforded statutory protection under the Act. Under 
Part 13, Section 75 of the Act, it is an offence to engage in conduct that causes damage to an 
Aboriginal object or place, and/or is reckless or negligent about whether the conduct would 
cause damage to the object or place. A breach of Part 13, Section 75 of the Act could result in 
prosecution leading up to significant fines. 

Hence, the Act defines an Aboriginal object to be:  

An object associated with Aboriginal people because of Aboriginal tradition. 

Further, it defines ‘Aboriginal tradition’ to mean: 

The customs, rituals, institutions, beliefs or general way of life of Aboriginal people. 

An Aboriginal place is defined by the Act as: 

A place associated with Aboriginal people because of Aboriginal tradition. 

There is generally low potential for Aboriginal objects to be at the site. However, isolated flaked 
and ground stone artefacts are sometimes found in similar environments in the ACT (see 
Appendix B below). 

Under Part 8, Section 51 of the Act, the discovery of potential Aboriginal objects or places must 
be reported to the Heritage Council within 5 working days after the day of discovery. Failure to 
do so will be considered a strict liability offence. A guide on how to report these discoveries is 
provided in Section 5 below.   
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Figure 1. The site (outlined in red) within the wider landscape. 
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Figure 2. The site (outlined in red) at 8 Hawdon Place, Dickson, ACT, 2602.  



 

Extent Heritage Pty Ltd | Common Ground Dickson: Unexpected Finds Protocol (UFP) 17 

 
Figure 3. The location and extent of the concrete, whitewashed, central ring marker as indicated on its nomination application for heritage listing (in yellow), as estimated from the 1926 Plan of Contour Survey of Aerodrome Site Canberra (in 
blue) and its theoretical standard dimensions – a 3 feet wide concrete ring (in red) encircling an area measuring 50 feet in diameter from its centroid  – as described in Attachment 5 of its nomination application for heritage listing in the ACT. 
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 Non-Aboriginal (‘historic’) objects and 
places 
The following document is extracted from the Unexpected Heritage Items. Heritage Procedure 
02 document published by the Roads and Maritime Services, New South Wales Transport (RMS 
2015, Appendix A) and provides a summary of non-Aboriginal objects and places that may be 
encountered as unexpected archaeological object(s) during construction and maintenance 
works. 



 

Appendix A 

Identifying Unexpected Heritage Items 

Heritage Procedure 2: Unexpected Heritage Items 
 



 

The following images can be used to assist in the preliminary identification of potential 
unexpected items (both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal) during construction and 
maintenance works. Please note this is not a comprehensive typology. 

 
Top left hand picture continuing clockwise: Stock camp remnants (Hume Highway 
Bypass at Tarcutta); Linear archaeological feature with post holes (Hume Highway 
Duplication), Animal bones (Hume Highway Bypass at Woomargama); Cut wooden 
stake; Glass jars, bottles, spoon and fork recovered from refuse pit associated with a 
Newcastle Hotel (Pacific Highway, Adamstown Heights, Newcastle area). 

Heritage Procedure 2: Unexpected Heritage Items 
 



 

 
 
Top left hand picture continuing clockwise: Woodstave water pipe with tar and wire 
sealing (Horsley Drive); Tram tracks (Sydney); Brick lined cistern (Clyde); Retaining 
wall (Great Western Highway, Leura). 
 
 

 

Heritage Procedure 2: Unexpected Heritage Items 
 



 

 
Top left hand picture continuing clockwise: Road pavement (Great Western 
Highway, Lawson); Sandstone kerbing and guttering (Parramatta Road, Mays Hill); 
Telford road (sandstone road base, Great Western Highway, Leura); Ceramic conduit 
and sandstone culvert headwall (Blue Mountains, NSW); Corduroy road (timber road 
base, Entrance Road, Wamberai). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Heritage Procedure 2: Unexpected Heritage Items 
 



 

 
Top left hand corner continuing clockwise: Alignment Pin (Great Western Highway, 
Wentworth Falls); Survey tree (MR7, Albury); Survey tree (Kidman Way, Darlington 
Point, Murrumbidgee); Survey tree (Cobb Highway, Deniliquin); Milestone (Great 
Western Highway, Kingswood, Penrith); Alignment Stone (near Guntawong Road, 
Riverstone). Please note survey marks may have additional statutory protection under 
the Surveying and Spatial Information Act 2002. 

Heritage Procedure 2: Unexpected Heritage Items 
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 Aboriginal objects and places 
The following document is published by the Environment, Planning and Sustainable 
Development Directorate (EPSDD 2019) and provides a summary of Aboriginal objects and 
places typically identified within the ACT. These objects, or parts thereof, may be encountered 
as unexpected archaeological object(s) during construction and maintenance works. 
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 Unexpected archaeological object(s) 
recording form 
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Executive summary 
Extent Heritage Pty Ltd has been engaged by Housing ACT (the ‘proponent’) to undertake 
archaeological investigation for a proposed development comprising the construction of a multi-
unit public housing development named ‘Common Ground Dickson’. The proposed 
development is to be located on a land parcel – Block 25, Section 72 – at 8 Hawdon Place, 
Dickson, Australian Capital Territory (ACT), 2602 (the ‘study area’; Figure 1-Figure 2).  

The site contains sub-surface archaeological remains of a concrete, whitewashed, central ring 
marker measuring approximately 18.3 m in diameter deriving from the former Canberra 
Aerodrome (1924-1926) which occupied this locality (Kent and Oglethorpe 2020; Figure 22). 
The nomination application associated with these remains was recently accepted by the ACT 
Heritage Council (‘Heritage Council’), and the Original Canberra Aerodrome remnants, Dickson, 
is now listed as a ‘nominated’ place on the ACT Heritage Register (the ‘Register’). 

This Cultural Heritage Assessment Report (CHAR) contains the details of archaeological 
investigations at the study area which included a search of the Register, desktop research, 
pedestrian archaeological surface survey across the study area and focused geophysical 
survey targeting the historical location of the ring marker. 

This CHAR has been developed within the context of the ACT Heritage Act 2004 (the ‘Act’), in 
accordance with the standards contained in the general information sheets published by ACT 
Heritage (Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate – EPSDD) and the 
Cultural Heritage Reporting Policy (Heritage Council 2015) observed by the Heritage Council. 

The aim of the CHAR is to identify the potential archaeological resource of the study area, and 
to reach conclusions concerning its scientific significance through research, consultation and 
physical investigations (Heritage Council 2015, 8). The Heritage Council generally requires an 
assessment of cultural heritage values to be undertaken through a CHAR before approval for 
an Excavation Permit, a Statement of Heritage Effect or a Conservation Management Plan can 
be approved (Heritage Council 2015, 8). 

Conclusions 
The results of archaeological investigations at the study area have demonstrated that while 
there is low potential for sub-surface Aboriginal objects to occur within the study area, there 
remains a high potential for sub-surface non-Aboriginal historical objects – in the form of 
fragmented remains of the concrete, whitewashed, central ring marker associated with the 
former Canberra Aerodrome (1924-1926) – to remain extant within the study area.  

The high potential for ring marker remnants to be present within the study area is not only 
supported by their depiction on historical aerial images in 1950 and 1958, but also the recent 
recovery of small fragments of concrete on the ground surface within and around the original 
location of the ring marker between 1924 and 1926.  

Further, the results of the targeted geophysical survey over this locality using the ground-
penetrating radar (GPR) identified two potential sub-surface fragments (A and B) of the ring 
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marker. Fragment A, in particular, appears to be a relatively large section of the ring marker 
(17.8 m in length) and is located within the study area close to its south boundary. 

Recommendations 
The unexpected finds protocol (UFP) prepared for this project (Appendix 5) should be adopted 
by the developers and made known to all relevant personnel. 

A cultural heritage induction process for all staff and contractors working on the proposed 
development should be implemented prior to their commencing work on the development area. 
The cultural heritage induction should include: 

• Informing all relevant personnel of the potential archaeological resource within 
the study area, including its significance.  

• Familiarizing all relevant personnel with the UFP. 

• Alerting all relevant personnel to their cultural heritage statutory obligations 
under the ACT Heritage Act 2004. 

The location of Fragment A should be established as a ‘No go zone’ during ground disturbance 
works on site. This ‘No go zone’ will comprise a 2 m semi-circular buffer around the location of 
Fragment A against the south boundary of the study area. This ‘No go zone’ should be fenced 
or otherwise effectively demarcated to indicate that it should not be disturbed without permission 
from the project manager and/or site supervisor. 

When the location of Fragment A is the subject of the proposed returfing landscape works, a 
program of archaeological monitoring should be undertaken by a heritage professional 
(archaeologist). This is to ensure that any ground disturbance (e.g. land grading, returfing, etc) 
in this area would not impact on Fragment A which is likely to occur between 300 and 650 mm 
beneath the existing ground surface at this locality (see Section 5). 

Landscape architects of the proposed development might consider modifying the existing plans 
for landscaping works to provide a level of heritage interpretation in the location of the ring 
marker. The object should be to communicate the history and significance of the place to the 
wider public. This should be undertaken by a landscape architect with experience in heritage 
interpretation, or in consultation with a heritage practitioner with skills in that field. 

One form of heritage interpretation at this locality that would be appropriate is the archaeological 
excavation of Fragment A as a research project and/or public archaeology exercise. If this option 
is adopted, it would be necessary to first apply for an excavation permit from the ACT Heritage 
Council (via ACT Heritage). 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Project description 
Extent Heritage Pty Ltd has been engaged by Housing ACT (the ‘proponent’) to undertake 
archaeological investigation for a proposed development comprising the construction of a multi-
unit public housing development named ‘Common Ground Dickson’. The proposed 
development is to be located on a land parcel – Block 25, Section 72 – at 8 Hawdon Place, 
Dickson, Australian Capital Territory (ACT), 2602 (the ‘study area’; Figure 1-Figure 2).  

The site contains sub-surface archaeological remains of a concrete, whitewashed, central ring 
marker measuring approximately 18.3 m in diameter deriving from the former Canberra 
Aerodrome (1924-1926) which occupied this locality (Kent and Oglethorpe 2020; Figure 22). 
The nomination application associated with these remains was recently accepted by the ACT 
Heritage Council (‘Heritage Council’), and the Original Canberra Aerodrome remnants, Dickson, 
is now listed as a ‘nominated’ place on the ACT Heritage Register (the ‘Register’). 

This Cultural Heritage Assessment Report (CHAR) contains the details of archaeological 
investigations at the study area which included a search of the Register, desktop research, 
pedestrian archaeological surface survey across the study area and focused geophysical 
survey targeting the historical location of the ring marker. 

This CHAR has been developed within the context of the ACT Heritage Act 2004 (the ‘Act’), in 
accordance with the standards contained in the general information sheets published by ACT 
Heritage (Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate – EPSDD) and the 
Cultural Heritage Reporting Policy (Heritage Council 2015) observed by the Heritage Council. 

The aim of the CHAR is to identify the potential archaeological resource of the study area, and 
to reach conclusions concerning its scientific significance through research, consultation and 
physical investigations (Heritage Council 2015, 8). The Heritage Council generally requires an 
assessment of cultural heritage values to be undertaken through a CHAR before approval for 
an Excavation Permit, a Statement of Heritage Effect or a Conservation Management Plan can 
be approved (Heritage Council 2015, 8). 

1.2 Legislative context 
There are several Commonwealth and Territory Acts that manage and protect cultural heritage 
objects and places (both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal) within planning and development 
contexts. These are outlined in detail in Appendix 1 and summarized in the following table: 
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• The construction of 40 one to three-bedroom units of social and affordable 
housing, surface car parks and driveways, and associated earthworks. 

• The construction of a single or two-level basement parking, basement ramp and 
access stairs, bicycle storage and associated earthworks. 

• The sub-surface relocation of existing electrical poles and overhead electrical 
lines along the west and south boundaries of the study area, and associated 
earthworks. 

• The relocation of the existing electrical substation from its current position to a 
new location approximately 55 m to its west, and associated earthworks. 

• The demolition of the existing sewer easement and realignment of the existing 
sewer from their current location (along the west boundary of the study area) to 
the west (outside the study area), and associated earthworks. 

• Landscaping works including the construction of stone and concrete pedestrian 
pavements, paved courtyards and open spaces as well as planting and laying 
of mulch, grass, low shrubs and trees, and associated earthworks. 

1.5 Stakeholder liaison 
Extent Heritage liaised with the following stakeholders identified by the proponent over the 
course of this project: 

• ACT Heritage Council (via ACT Heritage). 

• 3 Squadron, Royal Australian Air Force Association. 

• National Trust of Australia (ACT). 

• Jane C. Goffman (Urban Planning Consultant, Active Planning). 

The formal correspondence between Extent Heritage and these stakeholders for this project is 
included in Appendix 2. 

1.6 Limitations 
This report includes the results of a non-invasive pedestrian archaeological surface survey 
across the study area, and a focused geophysical survey targeting the historical location of the 
ring marker. No test excavations or any other form of invasive, sub-surface investigation were 
conducted. 
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Figure 1. The study area (outlined in red) within the wider landscape. 
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Figure 2. The study area (outlined in red) at 8 Hawdon Place, Dickson, ACT, 2602. 
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Figure 3. The general arrangement plan of the proposed ‘Common Ground Dickson’ development over the study area (Cardno 2020).   
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2. Existing environment 

2.1 Introduction 
This section provides a concise summary of the geology, soils, hydrology, vegetation and past 
land use of the study area, as these environmental factors are key influences of past human 
activities and site formation processes that may occur within the study area. 

2.2 Key findings 
• The study area is located on a floodplain within the South Eastern Highlands 

Bioregion which is characterized by the Ginninderra Creek soil landscape that 
overlies Quaternary alluvium which sits, in turn, above the Silurian bedrock of 
the Canberra Formation. 

• Recent geotechnical investigations confirm that historical ground disturbance at 
the study area is likely to have disturbed or completely removed the original 
Ginninderra Creek soil landscape but nonetheless, shown that the underlying 
Quaternary alluvium still persists beneath the disturbed topsoil at varying depths 
(c. 0.2-3 m). 

2.3 Geology, geomorphology and soils 

The study area is located in the South Eastern Highlands subregion of the eponymously named 
South Eastern Highlands Bioregion (DAWE n.d.). Within this subregion, the study area lies 
entirely on a gently undulating floodplain within the Ginninderra Creek soil landscape which 
overlies Quaternary (c.2.6 million years ago to Present) alluvium (Figure 5).  This layer of 
Quaternary alluvium, in turn, overlies the Silurian (c.444-416 million years ago) bedrock of the 
Canberra Formation which includes mudstone, siltstone, minor sandstone, limestone, hornfels, 
dacitic ignimbrite, volcaniclastic sediments, minor agglomerate and ashstone (ACT 
Geotechnical 2019a, 1; GAASC 2017; Cook et al. 2016). The north boundary of the study area, 
however, also lies in close proximity to (within 25 metres) the adjacent Williamsdale soil 
landscape which directly overlies the same Silurian volcanics that characterizes the northern 
Canberra suburbs (Cook et al. 2016). Given the location of the study area along the boundaries 
between the two soil landscapes, it is also likely that the Williamsdale soil landscape may extend 
into the northern section of the study area. 

Hence, local relief at the study area (Figure 6) is generally less than 10m with slopes of less 
than 3% (Cook et al. 2016). The soils in the study area generally comprise of deep (over 100 
cm) and poorly drained alluvial soils, with similarly deep (over 100 cm) imperfectly drained 
brown and yellow Podzolic soils on the margins of the unit (i.e. the Ginninderra Creek soil 
landscape) (Cook et al. 2016). These deep soils overlie Quaternary alluvium which often lie over 
2 m below the soil surface (Cook et al. 2016). On the other hand, the adjacent Williamsdale soil 
landscape comprise soils dominated by moderately to very deep (100 cm to over 150 cm), 
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The study area has since been completely cleared for historical agricultural and urban 
developments (see Section 4) and hence, the vegetation within the study area presently 
consists of grass and shrubs.
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Figure 5. The Ginninderra Creek and Williamsdale soil landscapes within and around the study area (outlined in red).  
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Figure 6. The topography and hydrology within and around the study area (outlined in red). 
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Figure 7. The location of the six boreholes (1A-6A; ACT Geotechnical 2019a) and six test pits (1T-6T; ACT Geotechnical 2019b) across the study area (outlined 
in red).
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Figure 8. Aerial imagery of the study area depicting historical watercourses flowing along broadly east-
west axes near and around it (outlined in red) in 1950 (Source: ACTmapi). 
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Figure 9. Aerial imagery of the study area (outlined in red) depicting rapid urban development around it 
in 1958. Note the relocation of the creek line from the north boundary of the study area to its south as 
part of its conversion into the present ‘Dickson Channel’ stormwater drain in conjunction with the 
establishment of the Dickson residential suburb (Source: ACTmapi). 
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3. Ethohistorical and historical contexts 

3.1 Introduction 
This section provides a summary of both ethnohistorical and historical contexts underlying the 
study area. The historical context of the study area in this section, in particular, is largely derived 
from the comprehensive history of the former Canberra Aerodrome recently published by Jane 
C. Goffman (2020), as well as historical maps and aerial images of the study area. 

3.2 Key findings 
• Prior to European colonization, Aboriginal people organised into various 

ethnolinguistic and territorial groups that occupied the ACT region for thousands 
of years. 

• The study area was cleared for sheep grazing shortly after European settlement 
in the Canberra region. Land ownership passed into the hands of the federal 
government for the Royal Military College in 1912, and leased as a soldier 
settlement block in 1919. The study area was leased back to the Department of 
Defence for use as the official aerodrome of Canberra between 1924 and 1926, 
before reverting to its previous use for sheep grazing thereafter. The study area 
remained relatively undeveloped until the construction of the Downer Club in 
the early 1970s. 

• Aside from the relatively recent construction and modification of buildings, 
structures and infrastructure associated with the Downer Club and the Canberra 
Space Dome and Observatory (c.1972-2002), no other forms of ground 
disturbance and land use activities have been identified within the study area 
since its historical clearance and use as pasture for sheep grazing. 

3.3 Regional ethnohistorical context 
According to Tindale (1940), the territories of the Ngunnawal, Ngarigo and Walgalu peoples 
coincide and met in the Queanbeyan area. A reconstruction of clan boundaries based on 
Tindale (1974) indicates that south Canberra lies close to the tribal boundaries of the Ngunnawal 
and Walgalu people as well. Horton’s (1999) map also depicts the presence of a Ngarigo clan 
in the south Canberra area, while Flood (1984, 22-23) considers south Canberra as part of 
Ngarigo territory as well. It has also been suggested that considerable mingling between the 
Ngarigo and Ngunawal people might have occurred (Cooke 1988, 33-34). Bluett (1954, 1) states 
that the Aboriginal group which camped at Pialligo was referred to by early settlers as the 
‘Pialligo Blacks’, and the larger group which camped near Black Mountain was called the 
‘Canburry or Nganbra Blacks’. 

Consequently, there is some uncertainty as to which language was spoken by Aboriginal people 
in Canberra. While the Canberra area appears to have been close to the linguistic boundary 
between the Gundungurra, Ngarigo and Ngunnawal languages, Eades (1976) notes that 
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grammars published by Matthews (1900, 262-281; 1901, 140-148; 1904, 294-299) for these 
languages are virtually identical. Nonetheless, the Ngunnawal of Canberra are likely to have 
spoken the Gundungurra language according to Eades’ linguistic boundaries. 

Jackson-Nakano (2001, xiv) notes that while Aboriginal families within the Canberra-
Queanbeyan district and surrounds were known by many names in the early nineteenth century, 
local Europeans who knew them best referred to them as Kamberri—also spelled Kgamberry, 
Kamberra and even Nganbra (Ngambri). Jackson-Nakano (2001) also notes that the heart of 
their country was centred on the area now referred to as the Acton Peninsula. Some Kamberri 
individuals married neighbouring Ngunnawal families from the 1880s and some descendants of 
such marriages identify themselves as Ngunnawal today (Jackson-Nakano 2001). While 
maintaining their distinct association with the ACT and surrounds, members of the Kamberri-
Ngunnawal families might also identify personally as Ngunnawal, Walgalu or more distant 
Wiradjuri through their familial links to these other groups (Jackson-Nakano 2001, xv). 

The ACT government presently acknowledges Canberra as Ngunnawal country and the 
Ngunnawal as ‘the Indigenous people of this region and its first inhabitants’ (ACT 2020c). 

3.4 Historical context: land use within the study area 
Since the European colonization and settlement of land in the ACT region in the early nineteenth 
century (Brown 2014, 10-36; Wigmore 1971, 9-25), the study area formed part of the Duntroon 
sheep run owned by Robert Campbell and his family from the 1830s up to 1912 (Goffman 2020, 
27; Figure 10). Thereafter, the federal government acquired Campbell’s property for use by the 
Royal Military College, part of which was converted into a football field which was also used for 
landings by early military flights; the first recorded landing at this field took place sometime in 
July 1920 (Goffman 2020, 27). 

According to the final plan of Canberra drawn up by Walter Burley Griffin in 1918 (published in 
1923), an aerodrome was proposed alongside an ‘industrial area’ over the study area between 
Northbourne and Majura Avenues (Goffman 2020, 27; Figure 11). The following year, the study 
area was granted to Edward Shumack as part of a larger lease of 459 acres of land (Block 98i) 
under a soldier settlement scheme following the end of the First World War (Goffman 2020, 27). 
Following site investigations by the military, 173 acres of land at the southern portion of 
Shumack’s soldier settlement block was leased back to the Department of Defence on 6 March 
1924 for use as the new official aerodrome of Canberra (Goffman 2020, 28; Figure 12). The 
aerodrome was in operation until 1926 when it was relocated to a new site at Majura Valley at 
the western end of the present airport (Goffman 2020, 31). Shortly before the aerodrome was 
decommissioned, the site became the unfortunate scene of the first fatal air crash in the ACT, 
where two airmen of the No. 3 squadron of the Royal Australian Air Force lost their lives on their 
final approach to land at the aerodrome during an aerial photography mission for the Federal 
Capital Commission on Thursday, 10 February 1926 (Goffman 2020, 28-31; Kent and 
Oglethorpe 2020). 

Thereafter, the study area reverted to its previous use for sheep grazing and in 1940, passed 
into ownership by the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) 
as part of the city’s first agricultural experiment station (Goffman 2020, 32; CSIRO 1955). The 
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study area, however, was retained as part of a paddock and a dirt track running along a broadly 
north-south axis was laid across its eastern half which connected the station to the city towards 
it south (Figure 13-Figure 14; CSIRO 1955). By 1958, the creek line running along the north 
boundary of the study area (c.25-30 m to its north) was shifted approximately 120 m to the south 
and straightened to join the Dickson Channel (Figure 13-Figure 14). 

During the 1960s, urban development overseen by the National Capital Development 
Commission (Goffman 2020, 32) occurred rapidly around the study area which remained 
relatively undeveloped (Figure 15-Figure 16). By 1961, the dirt track associated with the CSIRO 
experiment station was removed, while a new track appears to have been created near the 
south boundary of the study area (Figure 15). By 1968, the southern track was removed and to 
its south, four lines of trees were planted as part of landscaping works between the study area 
and the Dickson Channel which remain extant to this day (Figure 16). The course of the dirt 
track also appears to have been adjusted such that it now ran along the south boundary of the 
study area. By 1972, Hawdon Place road and cul-de-sac was built along the east boundary of 
the study area, whereas the study area itself appears to have been cleared for development 
with a few trees planted on its eastern half for landscaping purposes (Figure 17).  

The next year, the building that would eventually become the ‘Downer Club’ was built on the 
study area (Figure 18). By 1977, most of the study area was covered in concrete for a car park 
and driveway associated with the Downer Club (Figure 19). In 1983, individual structures on the 
west and north elevations of the building appear to have been modified and merged into a single 
structure (Figure 19).  In 1988, the concrete surface of the car park and driveway of the Downer 
Club was converted into asphalt, and the car park space at the front of the building was 
expanded to cover the eastern half of the study area (Figure 19). By 1993, a substation electrical 
box was installed near the south elevation of the building where it remains to this day; a new 
circular structure was also built at the southeast corner of the Downer Club, while the car park 
was extended over the lawn at its northeast corner (Figure 19). 

Construction on what would become the Canberra Space Dome and Observatory (CSDO) along 
the east elevation of the Downer Club began in 1995 and became fully operational by 1997 
(Figure 20). The circular structure at the southeast corner of the building was removed by 2002 
and both the Downer Club as well as the CSDO continued their operations until 2008 (Figure 
20), when their owners decided to shut both the building and the CSDO down (POAC 2009). 
Two years later, a ‘suspicious’ fire broke out at the building which led to the subsequent 
demolition of both the Downer Club and CSDO and the present state of the (ABC News 2010). 
In 2016, ownership of the study area was transferred to the ACT government as part of a larger 
land deal in the Dickson suburb between its previous owners and the Land Development 
Agency (Canberra Times 2016). In 2019, the ACT government announced its plan to construct 
the second Common Ground development on the study area to deliver on its commitments for 
urban renewal in the Dickson suburb (ACT 2020b; see Section 1). 

3.5 Timeline of events 
The following table provides a summary of the ethnohistorical and historical land use contexts 
at the study area (as described above): 
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Figure 10. The study area (outlined in red) as part of Robert Campbell’s 640-acre property within the Parish of Canberra, Country of Murray, Land District of 
Queanbeyan of the Commonwealth Territory of Yarrowlumlua Shire in 1912 (Source: ACTmapi). 

 



 

Extent Heritage Pty Ltd | Common Ground Dickson: Cultural Heritage Assessment Report 24 

 
Figure 11. The study area (outlined in red) located within the ‘proposed aerodrome’ in Walter Burley 
Griffin’s final plan for Canberra in 1923 (Source: NAA A199 FC1924:447, in Federal Capital Advisory 
Committee file AC446; http://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/scripts/AutoSearch.asp?O=I&Number=60223; 
courtesy of Jane C. Goffman). 
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Figure 12. The 1926 contour survey plan of the former Canberra Aerodrome and the location of the study 
area (outlined in red) within it. (Source: NAA A6664 L120; 
https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=5032316; courtesy of 
Jane C. Goffman). 
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Figure 13. Aerial imagery of the study area (outlined in red) and encroaching urban development to it 
south in 1950 (Source: ACTmapi). 

 



 

Extent Heritage Pty Ltd | Common Ground Dickson: Cultural Heritage Assessment Report 27 

 
Figure 14. Aerial imagery of the study area (outlined in red) and encroaching urban development to it 
south in 1958. Note the relocation of the creek line from the north boundary of the study area to its south 
as part of its conversion into the present ‘Dickson Channel’ stormwater drain in conjunction with the 
establishment of the Dickson residential suburb (Source: ACTmapi). 
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Figure 15. Aerial imagery of rapid urban development around the study area (outlined in red) in 1961. 
Note the further modification of the creek line (see Figure 8-Figure 14) as a result of the eastward 
extension of the ‘Dickson Channel’ stormwater drain along the north boundary of the newly-established 
Dickson residential suburb (Source: ACTmapi). 
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Figure 19. Aerial imagery of various developments at the study area (outlined in red) associated with the 
‘Downer Club’ building between 1977 and 1993. A concrete car park and driveway were laid in 1977, 
followed by the merging of several structures on the west and north elevations of the building into a single 
structure in 1983. In 1988, the concrete surface of the car park and driveway of the Downer Club was 
converted into asphalt, and the car park space expanded to cover most of the eastern half of the study 
area. By 1993, a substation electrical box was installed near the south elevation of the building where it 
remains to this day; a new circular structure was also built at the southeast corner of the building, while 
the car park was also extended over the lawn at its northeast corner (Source: ACTmapi).  
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Figure 20. Aerial imagery of various developments at the study area (outlined in red) between 1995 and 
2008. Construction on the Canberra Space Dome and Observatory (CSDO) along the east elevation of 
the Downer Club began in 1995 and was completed by 1997. Aside from the removal of the circular 
structure at the southeast corner of the building, no other development occurred within the study area 
until the closure of both the club and CSDO in 2008 (Source: ACTmapi and Google Earth). 
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4. The archaeological context 

4.1 Key findings 
• There is low potential for Aboriginal objects and places to be present on the 

surface, and there is low potential for sub-surface Aboriginal objects to occur 
within the study area. If present, the Aboriginal site types that are most likely to 
occur are isolated stone artefacts or deposits of stone artefacts (i.e. ‘potential 
archaeological deposits’ or PADs). 

• There is high potential for historical archaeology associated with the former 
Canberra Aerodrome (1924-1926) within the study area. Specifically, the study 
area overlies more than half of the historical location of the concrete, 
whitewashed, central ring marker (c.18.3 m in diameter) along its south 
boundary.  

• Historical aerial images of the study area indicate that the ring marker is likely 
to have been present in situ and partially buried as late as 1950. Rapid 
urbanization and infrastructure developments around the study area in the 
1950s, however, are likely to have impacted the ring marker which is shown to 
still be present around its original location, albeit in a fragmented state, in 1958. 
No other potential fragments of the ring marker were observed within and 
around the study area in subsequent historical aerial images. 

• Aside from the nominated ‘Original Canberra Aerodrome Remnants’ which 
includes the potential sub-surface remnants of the central ring marker, no other 
Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal historical heritage sites listed on the ACT Heritage 
Register are identified within the study area. 

4.2 Aboriginal archaeological potential in the study area 
An assessment of Aboriginal archaeological potential did not form part of Extent’s brief. 
However, we make the general and preliminary observation that as the study area has 
undergone significant ground disturbance from historical clearance and modern urban 
development (see Section 3), there is generally low potential for Aboriginal objects and places 
to be present on the ground surface or sub-surface within the study area. 

A list of Aboriginal objects and places commonly found within the ACT and published by the 
Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate (EPSDD 2019) is provided in 
Appendix 3, for assistance. 

4.2.1 ACT Heritage Register Search 
ACT Heritage and the Council maintains a register of places and objects in the ACT which have 
heritage significance at the Territory level. A search of the Register (through their online 
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database) for the entire suburb of Dickson (within which the study area was located) as 
conducted on 17 August 2020. 

No Aboriginal heritage sites were returned from the search of listed heritage sites for the entire 
suburb of Dickson on the Register (Figure 25). 

4.3 Historical archaeological potential in the study area 
The study area has a high potential to contain historical archaeological remains associated with 
the former Canberra Aerodrome. Not only does the study area lie within the boundaries of the 
aerodrome, it also overlies more than half of the historical location of concrete, whitewashed, 
central ring marker (measuring approximately 18.3 m in diameter) that marked the centre of the 
landing ground at the aerodrome for pilots in the air (Goffman 2020, 28; Kent and Oglethorpe 
2020; Figure 12; Figure 22). In addition to the central ring marker, four other concrete, 
whitewashed, lockspits were installed to indicate the four corners of the landing ground for pilots 
as well (Goffman 2020, 28; Kent and Oglethorpe 2020, Attachment 1; Figure 21). These 
lockspits, however, lie outside the study area (Figure 21) and are not included in further analysis 
in this report. 

According to the research conducted by Jane C. Goffman (2020, 28), the former Canberra 
Aerodrome did not contain any paved runways or buildings. Instead, the only structures 
associated with the aerodrome comprise fencing on three sides, the central ring marker and 
four lockspits, a windsock installed at the southwest corner of the landing ground, and two gates 
that provided access from adjoining properties (Goffman 2020, 28; Figure 21). One of the gates 
was located on the west boundary of the aerodrome which was reached via a track that ran 
from Sullivans Creek through land owned by Edward Shumack, while the other was located on 
the south boundary along Majura Avenue (Goffman 2020, 28). 

4.3.1 The central ring marker of the former Canberra Aerodrome 
Historically, the standard dimensions specified by the Department of Defence for central ring 
markers are 3 feet (c.0.91 m) in terms of their lateral widths and 50 feet (c.15.2 m) in terms of 
their internal diameters (Kent and Oglethorpe 2020, Attachment 5; Figure 23). However, it is 
believed that the central ring marker constructed for the former Canberra Aerodrome may have 
been up to ‘20% larger in diameter’ than these standard dimensions (Kent and Oglethorpe 
2020). According to Goffman (2020, 28), the ring marker was constructed on site by simply 
pouring concrete into a shallow trench dug into the ground. 

More importantly, historical aerial images taken over the study area between 1950 and 1958 
appear to depict fragments of the ring marker at its original historical location. In particular, an 
arc-shaped object was captured in that location by aerial photography taken in 1950, while two 
other arc-shaped objects were similarly captured alongside at least two other smaller objects in 
1958 (Figure 24). Significantly, the larger of the two arcs captured in 1958 is estimated to have 
a diameter of approximately 62 feet (c.19 m) which falls between the standard dimension for 
ring markers and potentially larger dimension of the actual ring marker from the former Canberra 
Aerodrome. 
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Based on the environmental context (Section 2) as well as land use history in and around the 
study area (Section 3), it is likely that the potential arc-shaped object captured in 1950 depicts 
the ring marker in situ (i.e. at its original location). As the study area and its immediate 
environment remained relatively undeveloped since the relocation of the aerodrome in 1926, 
the ring marker would have been gradually covered by 24 years of erosional sediment deposited 
by aeolian and fluvial processes on the floodplain characterizing this locality, until only the north 
section of the ring remains exposed above surface in 1950 (Figure 24). Subsequently, the rapid 
urbanization and infrastructural developments around the study area during the 1950s may 
have impacted the preservation of the ring marker. In particular, the works and heavy machinery 
associated with the construction of the Dickson Channel to the south of the study area – such 
as the excavation of the channel, filling of the original creek line to its north and land grading 
between the original creek line and new channel (i.e. the study area) – is likely to have been the 
cause of its fragmentation observed in the 1958 aerial image (Figure 24). 

Thereafter, it is unclear if the surviving fragments of the ring marker were completely destroyed 
or removed from their location, or if they were simply buried under a new layer of sediment or 
soil deposited in this locality as a part of these development works. No other potential fragments 
were observed within and around the study area in subsequent historical aerial images after 
1958 (Figure 15-Figure 20). 

It is worth noting, however, that one of the four similar concrete, whitewashed, lockspits marking 
the southeast corner of the landing ground (c.400 m southeast of the study area) appears to 
have survived and remain extant to the present (Kent and Oglethorpe 2020, Attachment 2; 
Figure 39). 

4.3.2 ACT Heritage Register Search 
The search of the Register for the entire suburb of Dickson (within which the study area is 
located) conducted on 17 August 2020 returned a total of 2 registered, one previously registered 
and one nominated non-Aboriginal historical heritage sites (Table 5). This list includes the 
former Canberra aerodrome recently nominated as the ‘Original Canberra Aerodrome 
Remnants’ (Kent and Oglethorpe 2020) which is partially within the study area (Block 25, 
Section 72) and includes the potential sub-surface remnants of the central ring marker (Figure 
25. 

Aside from the nominated ‘Original Canberra Aerodrome Remnants,’ no other Aboriginal or non-
Aboriginal historical heritage sites listed on the ACT Heritage Register are identified within the 
study area. 
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Figure 21. The footprint of the former Canberra Aerodrome and the location of its four concrete, whitewashed, lockspits and one central ring marker over the 
present suburb of Dickson in the District of Canberra Central in the ACT (Source: Kent and Oglethorpe 2020, Attachment 1; ACTmapi). 
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Figure 22. The historical location and extent of the concrete, whitewashed, central ring marker as indicated on its nomination application for heritage listing (in 
yellow; see also Kent and Oglethorpe 2020), as estimated from the 1926 Plan of Contour Survey of Aerodrome Site Canberra (in blue; see also Figure 12) and 
its theoretical standard dimensions – a 3 feet wide concrete ring encircling an area measuring 50 feet in diameter from its centroid – as described in Attachment 
5 of its nomination application for heritage listing in the ACT (in red; see also Figure 23).
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Figure 23. The theoretical forms and dimensions of aerodromes and associated ground markers as 
stipulated by the Australian Department of Defence during the early twentieth century. Note that the 
former Canberra Aerodrome and its central ring marker are similar to that depicted in Figures 1 and 6 
respectively, and that the standard ring marker measures 3 feet (c.0.91 m) in terms of its lateral width 
and 50 feet (c.15.2 m) in terms of its internal diameter (Source: Kent and Oglethorpe 2020, Attachment 
5; http://www.airwaysmuseum.com/Downloads/Aerodrome%20ground%20marks%20Y-
51%20CAHS.pdf). 
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Figure 24. Potential fragments of the central ring marker (circled in yellow) within and around the study area (outlined in red) captured by aerial photography in 
1950 and 1958. An arc-shaped object was captured in the historical location of the ring marker in 1950, while two other arc-shaped objects were similarly captured 
alongside at least two other smaller objects possibly made of the same material in 1958 (Source: ACTmapi). 
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Figure 25. Distribution of heritage objects and places within the suburb of Dickson in the District of Canberra Central in the ACT.  
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5. Field investigations 

5.1 Key findings 
• No material cultural remains associated with the former Canberra Aerodrome, 

or any other Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal heritage objects or places were 
identified during the pedestrian archaeological surface survey within the study 
area. 

• A targeted geophysical survey over the historical location of the concrete, 
whitewashed, central ring marker using ground-penetrating radar (GPR) 
identified two potential sub-surface fragments (A and B) of the ring marker. In 
particular, Fragment A appears to be a relatively large section of the ring marker 
(17.8 m in length) and is located within the study area close to its south 
boundary.  

5.2 Approach and methods 
As part of archaeological investigations at the study area, a pedestrian archaeological surface 
survey (12 August 2020) over the entire study area, and a targeted geophysical survey (13 
August 2020) focusing on the historical location of the concrete, whitewashed, central ring 
marker, were systematically conducted separately over two consecutive days in August 2020. 

5.3 Pedestrian archaeological surface survey 
The primary objective of the pedestrian archaeological surface survey was to verify, in a non-
invasive manner, the results of the desktop research of the environmental, historical and 
archaeological contexts (Sections 2-4) underlying the study area. Specifically, the aims of the 
pedestrian archaeological survey included: 

• Verifying the extent of previous ground disturbances across the study area. 

• Identifying any potential fragments of the ring marker that may have remained 
extant on the ground surface. 

• Identifying and recording any other visible heritage objects and/or places that 
may be present within the study area. 

Field notes, photographs and GPS coordinates were taken to record environmental and artificial 
features and attributes extant at the study area, including the present landform, ground surface 
visibility, vegetation and types of disturbance. Exposures of ground surfaces and trenches were 
examined in closer detail for potential archaeology as well as the determination of soil profiles 
and stratigraphy within the study area.  

The study area comprises approximately 1.74 acres (c.7,060 m2) of land and is bounded on all 
four sites by a tall metal fence. It is generally a relatively flat and level piece of land characteristic 
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of its location on a floodplain, with an approximately 13 m wide strip of land along its south 
boundary that is slightly elevated (c. 5-10 cm) relative to the rest of the study area. This slightly 
elevated strip of land appears to be level with the land on the adjacent property as well. 

The pedestrian archaeological surface survey of the study area was conducted over 10 
systematic transects along an east-west axis across its surface (Figure 26). Each transect 
measured approximately between 91 to 100 m (as the eastern boundary of the study area is 
skewed along a slightly northwest-southeast axis) and is located approximately 7 m apart from 
each other.  

5.3.1 Pedestrian archaeological surface survey: results 
The study area has essentially remained in the same state since it was last utilized as the 
grounds of the Downer Club and CSDO (Figure 27). A thin bed of gravel overlies the surface of 
the slightly elevated strip of land along the southern boundary of the study area (Figure 28), 
whereas the rest of its surface comprise the remnant footprint of the Downer Club and CSDO 
since their demolition. Approximately one-third of this remaining ground surface consists of the 
asphalt driveway and car park as well as associated concrete curbing and pavements (Figure 
27), whereas the other two-thirds are exposed ground comprising the topsoil fill and/or fill that 
previously lay under the foundations of the Downer Club and CSDO (Figure 29). In addition, the 
survey also encountered the six locations and backfill material of the geotechnical investigations 
conducted between October and November 2019 (Figure 31-Figure 32). 

Aside from the building and other infrastructure associated with the Downer Club and CSDO 
which are variably distributed across the entire surface of the study area (Figure 33), no material 
cultural remains associated with the former Canberra Aerodrome, or any other Aboriginal or 
non-Aboriginal heritage objects or places were identified on its ground surface.  

However, ground surface visibility (GSV) was nil (i.e. 0%) on the asphalt car park and driveway 
as well as along the gravel bed of the slightly elevated strip of land along the south boundary of 
the study area. Similarly, GSV at exposed ground surfaces within the study area was generally 
poor due to dense grass and weed cover as well as overlying backfill material from the 
geotechnical investigations (Figure 29), with small patches of land bearing moderate GSV (c.30-
50%) variably distributed within this area (Figure 30). 

5.3.2 Concrete in the study area: a preliminary comparative analysis 
11 potential fragments of the ring marker (c.2-9 cm) were previously identified and collected by 
Jane C. Goffman prior to archaeological investigations at the site (Figure 34-Figure 35). These 
fragments were recovered from the ground surface on the adjacent land south of the study area 
(Figure 36), and within the historical location and extent of the ring marker (Figure 22). These 
potential ring marker fragments are characterised by moderately-sorted sand to gravel-sized 
reddish-brown inclusions within the cement matrix (Figure 34-Figure 35).  

Significantly, the composition of these 11 potential ring marker fragments stand in stark contrast 
to a fragment of modern concrete which was collected within the same area and has well-sorted 
dark grey gravel-sized inclusions (possibly granite). Comparisons of these potential fragments 
with other concrete samples (Figure 37) within the study area (dating from 1977; see Section 3) 
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and along the wall (Figure 38) of the Dickson Channel (dating from 1958; see Section 3) indicate 
that their composition is significantly different to these mid to late twentieth century concrete 
samples as well. More importantly, these fragments also resemble the extant concrete lockspit 
that marked the southeast corner of the landing ground of the former Canberra Aerodrome 
(Figure 39) presently located within the grounds of the Dickson Wetland (c.400 m southeast of 
the study area). 

Based on the results of this preliminary comparative analysis, the 11 concrete fragments have 
a high potential to be remains of the original central ring marker at the study area. In turn, these 
fragments also indicate that there is a high potential for the ring marker to have been impacted 
by historical ground disturbances (e.g. the construction of the Dickson Channel and associated 
land grading in 1958) as discussed in the previous section. Nonetheless, their recovery within 
the historical location of the ring marker also suggest that other sub-surface remnant fragments 
may have survived these historical ground disturbances and remain extant in this locality. 

5.4 Geophysical survey: Ground-penetrating radar (GPR) 
Given the high potential for other sub-surface fragments of the ring marker to remain extant 
within the study area, a targeted geophysical survey focusing on the historical location of the 
ring marker (Figure 22) was conducted using a ground-penetrating radar (GPR). Principally, the 
aims of the GPR survey included: 

• Verifying the sub-surface presence of the ring marker (or parts thereof) within 
and around the study area. 

• If present, establishing the extent and condition of the sub-surface remnants of 
the ring marker. 

Dr. Sam Player (Geoprospection 2020) was engaged by Extent Heritage to undertake the GPR 
survey for this project. Three GPR survey grids (1-3) were established over the historical 
location of the ring marker (Figure 44) which is presently divided between two land parcels – 
the study area (Block 25, Section 72) and the adjacent land to its south (Block 26, Section 72). 
Grids 1 and 2 are established within the study area along a 0.5 m offset from the south boundary 
(demarcated by its fence line), 10.4 m from its west boundary and measure 20 m by 20 m each. 
On the other hand, Grid 3 is located on the adjacent land parcel with a 1.5 m offset from the 
fence line and measures 10 m by 40 m. 

A total of 160 GPR survey transects were undertaken across all three grids (Figure 44). 40 
transects along an east-west axis were undertaken in Grids 1 and 2 each, while 80 transects 
were undertaken along a north-south axis across Grid 3. Almost all transects were spaced 0.5 
m apart, except for several pairs of transects which were variably spaced further than 0.5 m due 
to obstruction by the trees present at this locality (Figure 36; Figure 43). All transects in Grids 1 
and 2 were 20 m, whereas most transects in Grid 3 are 10 m long except for some which were 
variably shorter than 10 m due to obstruction from trees at this locality. 

Representatives from ACT Housing, the identified stakeholder groups and other interested 
parties were also present during the GPR survey (Figure 41): 
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• Skye Roland (Housing ACT). 

• Daisy Chaston (ACT Heritage). 

•  (Urban Planning Consultant, Active Planning). 

• National Trust, ACT). 

•  (Canberra & District Historical Newsletter). 

•  (Independent researcher, Canberra Heritage). 

•  (Independent researcher, Military history). 

•  (Local resident). 

5.4.1 Ground-penetrating radar (GPR) survey: results 
The results of the GPR survey within the three grids indicate that a significant portion of the ring 
marker (Fragment A) remains extant beneath the ground surface at the study area (Figure 45-
Figure 47; Geoprospection 2020). Specifically, Fragment A was detected by the GPR within the 
southern half of Grid 1 and may possibly extend into the northwest corner of Grid 3 at the 
adjacent land parcel (Figure 46). In addition, the geophysical signature of another possible 
fragment of the ring marker (Fragment B) also appears to be present in the middle of Grid 3 
close to its south boundary (Figure 46).  

Significantly, the geophysical signatures of both fragments begin to appear at approximately 
300 mm beneath the present ground surface, and is revealed to their fullest extent in the GPR 
‘depth-slice’ at a depth of 650 mm (Figure 45-Figure 47; Geoprospection 2020). 

Based on the GPR data, Fragment A occupies a total length of 17.8 m (between its two ends) 
and is estimated to have an outer circumference of 22 m as well as a maximum width of 1 m. 
Significantly, the apex of Fragment A lies 4 m south of the proposed infrastructure easement for 
the development (Figure 46; see also Figure 3). Fragment B, on the other hand, appears to be 
a significantly smaller portion of the ring marker with a total length of 3 m (between its two ends), 
an estimated outer circumference of 3.1 m and a similar maximum width of 1 m as well.  

Fragments A and B are both identified within or near the boundaries of the known historical 
locations of the original concrete, whitewashed, central ring marker in this locality (Figure 22). 
Extrapolation of the circumferences of both fragments also appears to correspond with a ring 
having a complete diameter of 19 m (Figure 47), which is virtually identical to that estimated 
from possible ring marker fragments captured in historical aerial images from 1950 and 1958 
(see Section 4). 

Based on the results of this GPR survey (Geopropsection 2020, 2), there is high potential for a 
significant portion of the ring marker – in the form of Fragment A – to be present within the study 
area. Aside from its potential sub-surface presence and dimensions however, these results do 
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not reveal any details about the actual physical condition of Fragment A which can only be 
determined through physical examination by means of a salvage excavation. 

The complete report of this GPR survey by Dr. Player (Geoprospection 2020) is appended with 
this report (Appendix 4). 

 






