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Graeme William McKinnon AM (1921-2000) 

An Appreciation 

By Des Lugg 

In December 1962 I arrived at the Theosophical Society Building. 187 Collins Street 

Melbourne to join the Antarctic Division. Totally bewildered I was escorted to a room 

recently vacated by ASIO, still with the security bars on windows. The occupant was the 

Division's Geographical Officer, Graeme William McKinnon. I was fortunate, and now 

realise very privileged to have spent my first month with him before I sailed South as he was 

one of the true gentlemen of the Division and ANARE and taught me so much in a short 

time. His knowledge was so great, his energy and work capacity boundless, his dry humour 

most infectious and his honesty and loyalty to his leader Dr Law, colleagues and 

expeditioners alike, explained why Mr Mac was liked by all. From the first day we became 

close friends and colleagues, calling each other Father and Master. 

Graeme McKinnon was born on 11 December 1921 in Sydney to Thomas and Jean 

McKinnon. His father was an engineer, who on returning front WWI ran the Edwards Private 

Hotel in Sydney (a temperance hotel). Graeme lived in hotels while being educated by the 

Marist Brothers. On leaving school he embarked on a promising career in wool broking 

which was interrupted by the Second World War. 

He enlisted in the army on 5 November 1941 and became TG3 Helmsman in water 

transport, spending 1187 days in the Service (301 outside Australia). Apart from the fact he 

was discharged on 10 May 1946 and he was a subject in mustard gas trials, he commented 

little on his Army career. 

Matriculating from Sydney Technical College under the Commonwealth Reconstruction 

Training Scheme, he graduated in science from the University of Sydney in 1950, majoring 

in geography and geology. 

He commenced work with the Commonwealth as a temporary employee in the Taxation 

Department (13 December 1950) but soon joined the Joint Intelligence Bureau of the 

Department of Defence as a Research Officer (Geography), being confirmed as a permanent 

officer on 25 September 1951. Not a lot of this part of Graeme's career is public but I do 

recall the story of him meeting up with a Soviet Antarctic veteran at the height of the Cold 

War when the greeting was McKinnon, we know you!! 

Graeme's Antarctic career began in January 1957 when he transferred to the Antarctic 

Division of the Department of External Affairs. Responsible for mapping, geography and 

Antarctic place names and awards (these latter the precursor of the Australian Antarctic 

Names and Medals Committee). His career moved through Research Officer (1961), Senior 

Research Officer (1967), Projects Officer (1975), Executive Officer (1980) to Assistant 

Director of Operations (1981-1984). (The report on the candidates for his initial position (an 

illustrious field) regarded Graeme as the best candidate for the position having created a 

favourable impression at interview and was held in high regard by Defence). The position 

required someone with a scholastic temperament and ability to carry out meticulous research. The 

choice was an excellent one for both the Antarctic Division and for Antarctic mapping. 
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As well as being involved in the international Antarctic mapping process (he valued his 

fellowship of the Royal Geographical Society), Graeme was frequently part of the groups 

gathering data In Antarctica, He organised the Prince Charles Mountains Survey together with 

Bob Dalton. and their meticulous attention to detail resulted in great scientific output in mapping 

and geology. He led the first phase in 1968/69 and also the summer expedition to Enderby Land 

in 1974/75. He went on 17 expeditions to Antarctica (11 as leader, sometime twice in the one 

year). He had great rapport with the Danish ice captains and remained close friends even in 

retirement. In 1959 he was the official Australian observer to the US Operation Deepfreeze on 

the icebreaker USCG Eastwind to the Ross Dependency. Archives reveal some of Graeme's 

sense of humour as he related to the Director how there were no ice axes at US stations due to 

their souvenir value. As a footnote he reported that Admiral Dufek, the Commanding Officer, 

had asked him to speak at an official function. He also went with US PAGEOS Satellite Survey 

Group to Heard Island in 1969. 

Well known internationally, he was a quiet achiever. Countless older generation Antarctic 

experts I have met overseas have asked me if I knew McKinnon of mapping fame. Graeme 

knew well the survivors of the Heroic Era of Antarctic Exploration and many a pleasant 

discussion took place in his office when Davis, Moyes, Kennedy, to mention a few, visited him. 

Graeme's skills came to the fore in the relocation of the Division from Melbourne to Hobart. In 

the late 1970s, until the actual move in 1981, he loyally served the new Director Clarrie McCue 

and masterminded the move. Loss of experienced staff and the traumas of the move were great. 

Graeme showed his compassion for people and along with Clarrie and Daphne and Ruth 

partnered many of the young members of staff who came down to Hobart. 

You may question why I have not referred to Ruth before. It is no disrespect but as Ruth can 

attest his family was the private but very important side of this very quiet and private man. 

Graeme met Ruth when she was still at school and he was boarding with the family. Ruth admits 

that she excelled at geography as Graeme did her homework. They married at Sandringham, 

Victoria, on the 20 February 1954, when she was 21, and a recently graduated nursing sister. 

Jeanette, Roderick and Nicole were born over the next ten years, and Graeme was very proud 

of them. 

Typical of the man he filled the breach after the move to Hobart becoming Acting Assistant 

Director, Expedition Operations for numerous periods between 1981 and 1984. 

In the early '80s he suffered a number of health problems not the least cataracts and failing 

eyesight. He soldiered on and finally took leave in 1984, retiring in December 1985 after 28 

years with the Division. In 1986 he was made a Member of the Order of Australia (AM) and 

continued on as a member of the Names and Medals Committee. 

[McKinnon Glacier in the Prince Charles Mountains and McKinnon Island in Enderby Land 

were named after Graeme for his contributions to Australian National Antarctic Research 

Expeditions.] 

In retirement numerous episodes of ill health continued including the need for heart surgery, all 

which took their toll, but to the end he maintained his gentlemanly nature and was very 

courageous. Roderick's illness and death was a great blow but showed the strength of the 

partnership of Ruth and Graeme in overcoming adversity. 



3 

 

Not just an Antarctic man, Graeme was interested in amateur radio (VK7NUS was his call 

sign), operating ham radio VNM at the Division when his longstanding friend Doug Twigg, 

Head of Radio, was absent. The Heard Island rescue in 1970/71 summer saw Graeme run the 

communications from Head Office and almost gave him a television career as he was 

frequently photographed at the St Kilda Road radio. 

All of us who knew Graeme would not be surprised at his being a committed Christian. Most, 

however, would not know he was an Elder of the Presbyterian Church. He was interested in 

Tudor church music and sang with Ruth with the Saint George Singers. Personally he was 

interested in many things, classical music, literature, people, politics, world affairs, Probus, and 

amateur theatricals being a member of The Basin Repertory Theatre. 

[Graeme McKinnon passed away on 17 January 2000 at Rosary Gardens Aged Care Hobart at 

the age of 79 years.] 

Graeme, you have left a great legacy to both the Division and ANARE. A loyal colleague and 

friend, we shall miss you - the cheery, honest, humble gentleman, friend to all, who supported 

us in both the good and the rough times. 

To Ruth, Jeanette and Nicole we extend our deepest sympathy in your profound loss. Many of 

Graeme's colleagues and friends are unable to be with us today as they are either in Antarctica 

at present or engaged in the return of the Aurora Australis which berthed in the last hours. 

Their thoughts are with you. 

Ruth, your support for Graeme in his life, work and illness was very much appreciated by 

Graeme. 

 

Dr Lugg’s appreciation was delivered at Graeme McKinnon’s funeral and later 

published in the ANARE Club journal Aurora of March 2000, page 39. 

 


