(CIRIAPTITER TITENE
The paper trail

In the foregoing accounts of the loss of the Manila flotilla you will have noticed a
number of contradictory statements and differences of opinion as to some of the
details about what actually happened and why. In this last chapter I want to have a
look at what the official records have to say about the matter, in the hope that some
of these discrepancies can be resolved.

The correspondence in the RTA Archives on what to do with the wrecks and who
should do it comprises almost 600 pages in two files. One file is 460 pages and the
other is 130 pages. If you are masochistic enough the want to have look at these files
yourself, you can go to http://naal2.naa.gov.au/scripts/ResearcherScreen.asp, log in as a
Guest, and then enter the Archives Series and Item control symbols exactly as given
(i.e. with the comma between them) in the Reference number field of the form. These
are SP1702/1, N1972/46 for the 420pp file, and B662, 74/1602 for the 130pp file.

Just imagine the fluttering in the dovecotes of the various maritime authorities
once the news of the loss of the four vessels got out. Losing the Kooroongaba in an
accidental sinking was one thing — after all, these things do happen - but losing
the other three as well within a matter of days, and having them cluttering up
one of NSW'’s finest beaches to boot seemed like gross incompetence — or worse.
When it became public knowledge that not only were the three remaining vessels
all stranded, but their owner had just been declared bankrupt, the bureaucratic
wheels went into overdrive to try to find reasons why their particular Department
would not have to be the one that had to foot what looked like being an enormous
bill for the removal of the wrecks. Here’s a copy of a letter that was written some
months after Mr White’s financial circumstances were discovered:
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DEPARTMENT OF SHIFPING & TRANSPOART
M.5.W. REGION

MINUTE PAPER

Pegional Controller
liew Sguth Walea

Advicn repeived from He, Willinmn af Official Hecaiver's
saction, Deputy Crown Solicitor's Office.,

Coe word to oum up White's present fionnecinl stntua:
"lesporata”,

His only substantisl wawet le & propesty in sectern
Australie uoder mortgage to a hank.

= When sold; there will be Little left after bank
is potinfled

— unsoeured ercditors are expected to get nothing

Wife wea w purtoer, but sbwe too hao oothing

¥hite's aon has purchesed an old jesp for him and he is
buying and welling a 1ittle sorap cetal "in the back of

South Australla somevwhere™.
— ke is paying debt ewving ta D03 at rate of 34 a waek

Williams believes that white 1s not dishonoat but o
goders Robln Jood — a real Waltar Hitty™.

Pravimis roeasanandation is confirmed
= L.w. that coney opent in an effort ta recoup from

White erparditure ineurred would he ssney apent
rreitlensly.

(B.w. DICiENS)}
Brecutive OFficer

2 Saptenber 1973
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By the time the triple stranding was common knowledge, most people understood
that it had all come about through bad weather, bad luck, the language barrier, and
a certain amount of bungling — for that was the way it was reported in the media.

One of the most interesting documents that I came across in the RTA files was a
Minute Paper for the Department of Shipping and Transport Head Office, prepared
by the Senior Marine Surveyor from the Survey Section of the Department in
Newcastle (Captain J.M. Quinlan). It is a comprehensive account of the whole
saga of the ferries from the time they left Newcastle till they put into Trial Bay and
tied up to the oil tanker bouys. It contains detail that I found nowhere else, and
although it repeats some information already supplied, I've reproduced it here in
full because of its informativeness, and the way it ties up a whole lot of loose ends,
and also because the carbon-copied original conveys some of the flavour of the
times. (If it’s a bit hard to read, click on the “+” button at the top of your Adobe
Reader window) .
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DEPARTMENT OF SHIPPING & TRANSPORT
N.5S.W. REGION

MINUTE PAPER

SUBJECT COC MEORARTSN - AGEAcR OF POUR RIS TO L
Bagiemal Controllar, H,.5,7.
SIE,

On Wednesday IPIOVTL I received o telephone cell from B
who infermed me tiot he wd bougit the throe liescootile vebicular ferrisk Shich
bad been sceds re-dundsnt by the rooent cpondmy af the Steslden feddge, e lod glso
biushit the ex Show Bont "Spdnoy Quosn" whish wen in Zydney, A tg had been cliavled
io lanils and won hound for Sydnoy €5 bring the "SByduney Wicen' to Hewosstle. Tho
tug would thea tow the fou feo—ies tagsther to lanlin, Ee csked oe to meot hinm
ot the vehipulew farrfer sa that T oguld expleds the Jeparizent's ssquiremmto for
tha tew in dstail, An dospecidon wes wranged for that day.

Detpdls of the vehloular forrian arar-

DLMICEEIAN 578 tenn groan, wuilt in Chosldve U.i. in 1&2; to Ligyde clpzs. Token

out of olpsn in 15268, Length 107.0 ft. (C.A.
ﬁ.ﬁﬂm Mﬁ u-:"f‘bt

UHOQUDLCLOD" 526 {wns gross bulli Belth UK. 1924 to Lloyio clans, Token et
- of class 1026, Lomgih 191.6 £t. (0.A.), beaadth 35.7f%, meclman dreft

1L.55%,

NECERCOCABA" 313 tons gross, built 1921 Nesvestle N.B.7. Lenglh 145,501.(C.4.),
lrendth 3B.5f%., maxdmm draft 5,58t.

NSYIREY GUFENY  Precise detsilu ngt kmown. Understood to have beon Built dn UL
ubout sams tizo oo "Rommdoolao", to nome deaign pnd mize, o5 2
vehioulor fovry, Later canvortes ta "Show Seatt,

3 h‘ﬂﬂdih Jjjm- »

Uho thres Lewvcastle farries ars conl burming steonshipas and wers in
sentinuous corvice mmtdl the opming of the Stoekton Bridge last Novasber. They
wers maintninod to Maritime Serwiesa Desrd survey Tegnirements oe paagengey Voscols
ond weve deeled at lanpt mes a ysar, somrtines mere often, Tue M5B, survoyes
reaponaibla for hull nnd cachdnery over the last few yeero otates thet the hull snd
eashineyy of all thres weze quite soucd and all lwll cpeninge wers dn vexy gocd
condivicn, The bollexs uexe ceariug the wid of thels weeful 1ifw.

J2
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(Pege 2)
T ™ - "PO] N RLlD 0 ner 6830 24.1.72

fox the past nine yesrs agrveximately end that she has not been docked in that dine,
Thip vagsel wed sonvertel frem ceal 4o ofl g oot Lz agoe

Tt is urdlevstaod that the '.'Hgﬂniy Quoen” nad boen ladi up i Syidnay

) ¥ "Fomdooloo” md "Syiney (Nesn” wase delivered [roa tho
T.% 4o dustrelin under their vem power, ALl Pour forrios ara af ater otpily
aingle hottas, bur loel gonesrusilan. The huidy are divided into TouTsal

TBtaTEight ccupartments o@ ohown an the adioched cketoh. Weterblpght docrs ava fistad
in tho bulkhends beluoen the enginewboilsr-mmbsr npaces, There i a rudder and
propeilar ot cach end. The waglue wnd boiloT enminge ave ceaselned wiihln the
deakhouse, Docrm in the cesings lead Leliw to e ongine -and boiler romo, There

ie a deck opening erch end lesding o the bupker and storo epaces,

(n 17k Dovesbox 1971 the Hescastla ferwien wara ingpacted with kr,fhite.
I requanted thati-

1. The windown in tha 1gver tiar deck house bhave Tteel plates wolded
ovex them,

3. Uhe deck couanings 4to the bumber & otars sompacimeonto have shovl
pletog wolded cver bhem.

3« Vemtilutor ocwlo en sho roin deck bu ceacved end have shoesl ploten
welded over e veut coanings,

4o ek house doors leuding frow the open declk to opaces below to bw
ra-infarend, !

{hoter Dueck house fivwed with scuppem dydalning to opea dasl],

5, Alr mnd fll1ing pipss to side frasn watoe tonke to bo soeicely
ecverod,

Ba Oomurling .piwftu be plugped with cemmnt.
7. Iudders te e secured ssidehips.
B. Tohlelc cocustc Taups Lo be sopured uprignt.

9. dwbtertight dogrs betwesn bngino-bollep-buales spacos to b& aleand,
Dther watoctighl bulihesd end hull ponctvebions e o aprropriately
peoured.

10, Towage acd novigelica light arvunsement: which worw Lo Do arrangsd
the tue fo be te a murveyoe's gotlafectiin,

e, iatte o roed to the alste ten ragueotn and madn arvonguenie to put
then Into effecy, I view of their curcest lLB.Y, soovey wecerd I safd that a survey
afleat would b milficimmt te satialy myuoll thal <ns mlle wern nnmlnrthy, This-
survey moe oncrled oul ou subsecuent wisita and tac lmlls aure loual to be pomd.
sbove 10 items wore completed befeve sailing and %he three leacurtle ferries wert Tad

/3
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(Fam 3)
ELASIE - TIHASE O0F FOUH FESIEE B0 LN LG Eﬂ,r"_'-ﬂ.': 24.1.T2

ina smnrl.h:-r pondition for ihe voyose wbeut 1o ko ederialesy, Tt gus serded
that tho ters wewls be wemnned and thet ne cavge awwld beo guccled.

o 2208 Leenuher 1971 the tup "Foloris" pee=lvad in Hescontla with
tio "Sydney Queen". "Feluris® Io e e U.S. loval fug of fueld Wex II aripin,
groes tonnnze 573 tena, 2040 MNP and 19 tens beliavd puli. It ia speeisdiy
danignoed end milt o gecon towess and the mombar etawea Ghat he has had ring
¥ag=0 exuerience in ¢ommanl of thins vessel, "SOILELo® 10 onf of & Dumoer of cecan
zaing fum oenmed oy & Lamils Sased cempmny, Lo marmed by Faillinimes amd is
repintersd dn Fanaca, Cerrent 60006 Comvention Cortificntes wera sightod on boaxd,

g sowins aangiaents vere dlescusssd wiith ths oaster at scze length
o saversl cocesicus, Decpuse of tiw omount of jrowth on the holl of "Sydney
Quean" the zester was s Livtle cgnearnod tiet be pisht oot bo cble te mulntadn
guifioiont npnni towing tlio four forrioo. Eventuslly Lo roooived imsirustioms
frm hin omicte in Memile ta precosd with fhie four. Ho egrecd sith e thet 47
o pouwld not malte 4f imote from lovoostle to Pert Stoghens ho weuld rotum end
drap off the "Sydpoy Guoon™. T advized v, ihite 4het oo ths vescel would have
to e docik=d eventuslly i+ weuld be prafersbile to e 1% hers aad *'c...nﬂ.' fan hr.m'_r
mall growth, He wao not eprozable to this but in view of ae n-sangement with
the seoter I did-pot poess the natter. JAn it hapgened later, "Hslavia’ sade 5}
iImote from Heapsstle To Pozt Stephens end 1% can be teon thet $he il ——owih
4id pot retord the. tow wnduly. It vas cloo cengideved tioet tie tuz had mozo
iboo pdeguate horseposer to comege Che four Secrios bogpuns of Lheir relytively
szall displocemont.

Angthur patter ddpeuszod with the master wop whether tbhe even {rim
ef the farriess sheold be slteved to frie by the oiewen by filldng oeme of the
altertenien with woter bellant, after dus considemntien the negter oaid ho weuld
srefay the 4anks eopty for the futma fuzgkepsl and wa shjestien won reipnd te fhie,
A1l wossals peilad with evan srim, Sha thwes la=sew ferriss ga=s dewmring about
11 Feet wk she "Hoorenmoes" ebout B feet, ALl yeesols wert upsight.

Duzins & hae conversaiicn with Ceptain Go lipas an onothes matier
24 o escerbadned thet "Folevie” hal loft Sydoey with tihe "Eydngy Gueen'’ wizhout
& #uzveyer boving checked Limt cerlain clvadns wrsngeeenis hed boen efested. Ho
toll mo what eloging ecrangenents Vr. #hite bad beop reguosted to oake in Sydatyr.
I cheched hore wad found that thds hod been done, oul that ihe arrongemeants were
setinfnotory. Whilo stroogthoning of the deok iz Lho gy of "Sydoey Quosn'zs® towiug
giteotmentn here, 4 hols wog founi in the foro peak obove the waterline, %Shio
hole wns cheut 30 gounre lnches i gvee and wos saticfectenlly coversd with e
potal plote el cemendt box., This typoe of repal» vac eenoidered pufficient in view
af the rolatively conll cdoe of the oumpworioont und the Lok Uwi Ghe hole was
nbheva thao wekbrling,

The tewing avrangeneats yese ae desc—ibed In tho attached niotgh
and Zaro ingpeoted wil Towmd satizfuctesy befove depiriuze., Sstinfactory mxvanpencnts
wape oode Jov the wxhivlilom of the 1ihic wad shopoo veyulved Ly ihe lavigotion
(Collision) Bepclatims. -~eacdlug leléess wess not considesed neceosary oo ihe
weaerle sore omell and aould Be ccoily boarded withouli s ladder Irem the tug's motor
fﬂmﬁ;

l-jr4
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(Pree 4)
SUG "FuLad 3 (7 00 FERTIE 5o L He' 6B/ 24.1.72

o 1ot Joanuary 1972 the tor ledt the berth gecleled Uy u hodbeas tus,
Lha £od Lud boen sheciened wh on temporaxy vopon with whe tow wires aked resdy
for ctrewning vihen elens af ihe jorbems, While repetisting the cotrauce cluwmel
betwaom the brealmieiess the "Heszomamba® sccidentelly brole her seopernry Topss
end steguned bezsely peennburely motha 00 ft. mylem tew rope, She vacred oot
of the chanmel and; rocesding o varicus &ve witnecoon eame well within 100 Foot
of the northern wrcalmater. 4t the tioe it wan desd lew sator, sprdss 44des.
Yhw barbour noovor'e daeaflsl soundinss coboe gitbls 100 Deet from ihe Lrcelwnte=,
~ha pilot of the tug end the assictant barheus =xcter who gou vebedizg fzom Leckss
Siunl Gtatlen wew af the smisien $hat ths "Hoorsinabe! Ld nol bouweh Sobizem,
fids eninien 43 ajparentdy baeed @i e carmer fn which the fo=y meved ool not o
any detadled kmowledge of the slos= dangh of wxter sithin 200 Dewl ef the brealmater.
Tho bewealwates da sonstoucted of wvesy leriu ceaveusd blocks shich cxrond seoe
distence gut beloy lov tdde =ator lovel toanrds the ehepnel, Theve g s diobizet
svealbllily tont "Hoeresspsbal could nave movped peves: am of iheoe blosle withent
ny cheope Qi bor govemmn: notlesable to thae pllob or sealstact harbour caster vuo
Woare sam dimtRnog mony,

o 3md Jomoary 1972 "Enorpmgabal mimi tnoabomt SE€ Tethiuy of maler of D
Lromly Zead. Datuiln of tails evens 220 cootadned in the coplos of Scareh anl iessus
Loz Boheots Gos. He 205, 292 4 201 provieesly Toesueded Lo ply =]

Tue slnking oud gubsequent ovontn ottcscied awel pross ecverase on
sho 4tk mud 5tk of Jamuary snd therd,ldenfiraed svesu reper by thet $he obiex
Teeries were tekbing waler and timt flw tug leeel! wog in Mrfienitisn., o fusthar
infaviation on the metior hed boom roceived by this effise fven Swiney lodie se frum
My Wnite, Tt 19 uoderstocd that cx. ldte lo Ule caner of the feesios, t4s charterer
of the iy and cwmen'c ooood for tho tug, Ke othor naippine aseaey to my imoealodgs
e been Zewolved dp fals malles,

Bn she Sza Jemwecy 1t vas legmt frowm the ML5.B. JMeicich Officer ot
South Jest loeks thet iou vessels weoo of D Jrial Say, Tho ferrics wrve fo be mcosed
io the thres tonaer meoring tuoye in ey end the Tog would apehor. The gréclse Dvusom
Tox the vessel's cotozing “ndpl “ay wae not wloar. A your senuest I mrocesded to
Spubh eob Hocko sod srcdvad thers on the swening of Ftu Joncesy, The tug and
sheee feordes were ssill otonddnyg ofl G0 port, uyjorontly chortmise up the tog to
noguiinte W shilloses unter, I opade to lv, Ghfte oho sac In South dust Toglks wnd
be gaid the weszale would osor the follcsing womidng. He uns agparently not cove
MHonelT of the [ull -omson far the diversion te Uradl Sgy, T zathared the impreselon
thetl alihaugh he fjjonmed qulte so-cpozetive, he wat —eluctant o meop we fuliy Inferasd.

%

"Folaris" Drepeed aff "luwssesag! fn Telel Say 208 mernisc on 68
Jesuerye and the fdabdnge vesoed "Woomuhul" Yoced It to the woetlng. 3y nld-Hay tho
focsaun) gog Locege Lol steeted ol ecaddticns ware too rough for dhefinhing vandol
o aiiogot to tolc the other femeiza 48 th8 busyn, Jicing the otemom T wenh writh
Lr, Wheite f= tke "Yessahal fo Lave o looh &t sae fasolew. It was too zough to boamd
the tug waloh ves slonding oul %o oue bot w2 wore =ble to ayr=osch the ferriss quits
oleoely, They were viding quits confortably in apearvently Lie suse plots of depesnd
and rim 25 ghon they lelt Howouwsulo. ALL veooolis wern uprdgt. Thers was pamn Ases s

N,
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HO' B8/30  24,1,72

Hyiney Quesn" hnd = hole
oemmt bax .'n?l.u‘ ralesood
nater would enter the

It was alse neted that the

i besoie ahe sank Be obeerved a preat alewd of ‘black dust sxpeiled
_of the funnel, He thon tumed back and beoke the Low betweon "Koondooled” and
Kpsromgaba®, Wnile doing this the tdw lise frém "lurgucme" fouled the tug's
. i sble to cut ihip sirift and ve-ssoure "lusgureca” wl {foemporazy
endl towing opocd hnd to be reduced to two kools

4s It was pol peacticable to vonbtinue the tow to ¥anila at iso knota
ex bod to sesk & conveilsnt pert to enchor wui obipin a new tow line for
"Lurgurena®, e chcse Urizl Fuy efter deolining to refurn south to Foct Stephens
und efter having bash refused pemisalon by the MeSeDe to uve Coffs dasbowr, There
W&S no other remscn, He maid, for entering Trial Bay. The westhor after lesving
Umrenokle had been quits good end altheugh thers was ctill o little rope wmeound Lils
i.i:-upuunt, it was of no hindsvenes, 4 dlyer slogesd it in o fow minutes while
was aboard.

Sacause of transyort dirfiocultien I wsa sbla io
luspectien of "Hoosdodloo” acd "Eydnoy Speen" Lroa o lauwcicd,
state of dranght and trim ec loaviog dewcastls and spart
mnll fore posk of "Sydooy Quoen" 4id net acpeas 4o have oy
wes govious LEaL sess bed pot been shipped board, Sewever, liks "Lubgusens
tuey weze mocred to the tuoys with fibwe rope snd I egmin exprosced the op
thay eheuld B Moored using the chaln iuwing bridls, Up untll the ok
South Jeot Hockn for dewcostle o= the sftemoon of TEh Jammary, thim advice had
been tuken. A1l the fecries horke their moorings ond beached theasslves

/6
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{Page 6}

LS "POLALTE" . TOJATE CF POVR PETATES 10 MANILA IG' G630 24T

sovernl daye later,

Jul fer the sinking of “Koovemgeta® the whele tor weuld prebably
heve ccepleted over dwif the voyage to Manila by now, ilrnummtnmﬁ:
of this vesoel aver

1, "Hoarsempnba'o" il wme witaeut any deub* in & sewnd end
uvamortliy eendition bafore losving the 'Lm:'ﬁn. in NMovoassle on Jadudry lct.

2, The vessel sank Secause of water entoring the mull,

3. In view af the goed Seather, tke oloning preeaptiomn faben Sn
Tmn,ltli eol judging by the apresraiioss of the obher fa=ciea it
iz guite definite that the vedsel d!d not take weter in through eny
dool: oponing noe tid It suller Wl dsmuze thresigh stress of weathar,

4o dater entered the fmll foditielly dn the eagloe zooo snd rrobably +he
avcomodation/atoren apace for'd. of Lb. (Meoe Lo dneufTiciend
information availahla ta 4 bow much loze of bihcyuney woull be
raquired ta nink the voonel), Frem tho master's degeriptisn of tha

sudden oloud of bladk dunt expellod frow the funrel joot bafere alnidng

£ is evident thot thic s conged by & suldes collupse of tha setorgight
ikivad botwoos the uussw pnd Bofler masma.  The suddan dmzush ef watar
weuld foree ot years of secumnlstien of ceal dust, Suptize of the
thlkheed probably néar its base copld elog pobsibly huve ‘Jmanchuithﬂ botten
in that moea,

b, Thn oause of *he indtia) entxy of wpter is pot knoms for ceartain.
T poasibilities aror-

{a) Dancge dus o strilding soano submoyged cbjost wt eoa, Uhis fa mesd
unTiiely

{'b] Domnge counsd by eellisiom with ancthar vegsel in the tow while tha

wns stopped. It in wndersbéod that "Palario a1d siep nevioesl timon
xlﬂ:ﬁuf'lhﬂfﬂrilﬂ j.b.ﬁauﬂnyym choerved Lo bave susluined
As MEcondoolog™ und "Roscrocngrbe® were cooncobod with
ﬂmtiqmlmwpﬁwmmhutﬂhlylnhxn:ﬂlﬂﬂmtu

of Tooline draping them togeiber. Desidec, botauge of Logds ghape
uﬂlmmim,wnmlﬂm];ﬂfmm-mwtmh The nide
Wamnnmumﬂuﬂmummﬁmﬁﬁwﬂm

punk tanks wonld oot be nimificant

{e} Tueze iz a posaibility thet taw vasiel was mmk deliberntsly but themn

ip no evidence b gll tc substantiste tiils. I¥ he foiries veve not
inpured pz Ur, White boo stoted thon much a pessibdlity ds maediy 1ikely.

/1
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{Faga T)

T "ECLUNTEN - TONASE OF FOWL PRELITS B0 MINTTA HOY o5/ 24.1.72

() dapace o e Lelboy cdusid by vizlling & gubzergd
rotk of ceoorebe block close o neztiwen bovalomter

et Soweastls, Such damase corld hove walso eeaily

soourzed without it being apjocont af fhe tims, Fad e

Live of zdveis bosw spaung, posuibly over swoe comporimmbo
flooding could have progressed ay o slow bub ever lncvoseing
rate without Hhe vy belng agere of it for some time. This
poooibility ia amoidered the post 1ixcly,

Daniage to fendering end o bow Peny were mosh laltely caogwed
By the ferrins eolliding with cgch ofner while sfopred. This is srobably also

tho spuoe of $he hole in the fore poal of the "Sydbor Gueen end the "Heeadsslas!s?
Tow nudder oooudng un-ovsured.

buzwoyer|asing JHaweant le

g2r Towag Kig

1. "'fiﬁl' ddurd -I.rhh'l bus Hoo” 280 Lt off ‘rnmin .ﬁlnll.‘ll_i wined Bl wnds i  Honse .

2 e cie Sran dus doo’ ard'm bd b suvidiacs fosicns Bk

£ Lhowa Boidles s colf Kewits mened” e Sowni 1kt e A il Sl e iibren”
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I found this to be a most interesting document. Not only does it fill in lots of detail
about the tow and the sensible precautions that were taken as a matter of course
before the authorities would permit the long voyage to begin, but, significantly, it
offers a wholly new slant on how the ex-punts came to end up being washed onto
the beach. According to the Marine Surveyor from Newcastle it wasn’t the sorry
litany of bumbling incompetence and language difficulties that it had generally been
made out to be. It was more an accident that had its origins in one event that set
off a chain of unanticipated other events, namely the probable underwater damage
sustained by the Kooroongaba on its way out of Newcastle. If this hadn’t happened
the Kooroongaba wouldn’t have sunk, the tow wouldn’t have been interrupted and
the Polaris wouldn’t have got towlines entangled in its propellor. Moreover, the
flotilla would not have had to put into Trial Bay to pick up heavier towlines, its
speed would have remained around 5.5 knots, and the whole tow would probably
have made it to Manila as originally expected. In all my researches this was the only
document I found that suggested this way of looking at the strandings.

I was enthusing about this document to my mate Lorraine, who has had a fair bit
to do with authorities of various kinds in her chequered career. Her comment was a
sardonic one, suggesting that if Quinlan was the bloke who had ordered the safety
measures to be taken in preparation for the long tow, (and he was), then it would
be in his interest to find a way to look at things that exonerated him from any
responsibility for the whole imbroglio. She could well have a point. Nonetheless, I
still find it pretty persuasive.

The other document that I found interesting was one written by the Master of the
Polaris, Benito Cirera (see next page). Given his important role in the whole sorry
mess I'll include it in full, too — especially since it suggests, as does the Surveyor’s
Minute, that he was more competent than he was generally given credit for. I
wonder if it would have been so easily assumed that he wasn’t all that competent

if he had not been a Philippino? I suspect that any local fisherman with a touch

of xenophobia who was downing schooners at the South West Rocks pub would
probably think that they could have handled it all better than Benito did, no matter
how competent he might have been.

Captain Cirera’s competence was further confirmed by the Department of Shipping’s
Regional Controller, L.W.B. Taylor in a letter to the Departmental Secretary in
Canberra on February 7, 1973: Whereas the towing of four vessels by one tug

is unusual, I do not consider that the Surveyors or the Department could be held
blameworthy for not having objected to the proposal. Ocean towage is a specialised
field and it will be noted that the Master had had nine years experience in command
of Polaris.

The sinking of the Kooroongaba is unexplained but may have resulted from damage
to the hull when leaving Newcastle. The three remaining vessels could have been
reconnected in a safe harbour if the Surveyor’s advice to proceed to Port Stephens had
been followed.

However, this letter can also be construed as another example of Departmental spin
on the affair if you choose to see it that way, in much the same way as we saw with
the report of the measures that were ordered to be taken to prepare the Sydney
Queen when she left Sydney (see chapter 6). The local authorities must have been
making things a bit hot for the skipper of the Polaris, Captain Cirera, because he
called his document a “note of protest” in an attempt to rebut whatever charges that
had been made against him that he felt he needed to make a formal protest about.
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1, BedITO B, CLag Rupter of tho motor tug

aft "PuLaill5? of Panama, neroby stubes that on uhe 3rd
dagpuury 1972 while enrouts Crom hewWoustle; bhe S ag

traliu to kunilu, Philispinea cowlng nfu Stiowboat

5 "OYubiLY gUEENT and thras ¢ur farries the a?n PLUMGULEIWT
afs "ROUNLDUULULY und afs "AUUHUUHGABA" Lpound Lhe.viednity
of Growdy Head st 0540 hours, wap informed by the Ghlel
Uffteer chen the officer on watell that the last tow, Lhe
s?u- TEOOROUKGABAN wap down by the head.

.{gu' h Lbualbl
hnplnz gava subje tﬂl‘tgufnfsmgj&ﬁdhw“ Edurm;l i‘gru%ﬁn SHOT'S.
4t this dnstant n%i; a short perticn of the forwurd deck wac

submsrged and based on eetimated spoed and diptance 1 cun
roach the sandy pshorass Hurrington about 1030 hours.

ab 0720 hours after I called atandby the Jrd ufficer
advisged ma that the forward lifeboat was al afloat and
it was found out that half of the entire deck whas aloeady
underwaters. I gave orders to make ready Lie lifeboat for
laumnching.

o 1 +] "
4t 0810 hours in position Lat. 31 55.5 4 Lemge. 152 Skeb
B the ofa " KOUROOWGaUA" sunk &t u depth of 56 fathomse. 1
opdered to dower the lifebout und sent craw to eut the chain
bridle on the g/s "KUORDWLOO" which was connected with the
penant of gfs "ROURUDNGAHA" .

AT the sudden atop cduasd by the einking of the luost
tow, the leud tow the &fs "LUiGUasia" whieh was having and
indeppndent penant, swift pust the tug on the etarbo=rd hung
and owing to freeze northedsterly drifted around the bow
until ghe wis well Lo the loewdrd sand her ponant foulsu with
the tug's propeller.
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whan the bridle of the s/s "AOLHULLLUO™ was cut and
saparated from the sunken ferry, due to the weight of the
wire penant, sha was pulled towards the sfe "SIUHLY JUsuin.
J..:Lkng.n the tug, due to the weight of the towiag cubls,
was being pulled Lowsrds t.?u afa "ﬂunn‘rflumﬂ"- 'ihere wae
a collission between the sfs "AEuldudulUO¥ and vhe sfm "OYuUuEY
JUEZN" , If not for tha penant of thoe m/s "LUdGURki«" which
wan hnlnﬂ.ﬁ the ilu.l.l. of the towlng cuble in n;‘nntﬂ Lthe Lug
may have also collided with the /s "ofudal YUs=i®, This of
course wag only & slowing affect und the gap wus closing
avary minuce,.

Unable to use ay englua owing the 6fy “LUALGUHEAW"Y S
senant wound halfway around my propeller, . orderwd the
penant gubt. Ap soon uy the penant wap cut L tried 10 turn
oy propeller very =lowly and founu it was Lrea.

There was no way of no.ving the ponunt on bourd Loe
|£l. ILUR.Uksna® for luck of heaviog eyuipment. Tha woight
of thes penant alone will be arcvund kilos gu L huve Lo
cut it from the chain briule. deaving-up the cnulo oridle
until the pensnt was clesr for cutting ook five wours und
all together it took us seven hours to retriowe Lbe driftliog
8/a "LURGU A A",

Hy the tims Lhe afn MLUHIUASHA" was under tow again
using my spare 8 inch nylon penant, I wus driftad 123 miles
] t-gu southwest. I nesaded for Har.ioglod lolel where L
wap Bupposs to mest the ferrdes Uwner, Ar. Stuart whilce.

#ow therefors feuring moras damuges on the tows owing
%0 epllipaion and fearing liubilities un my purt dus Lo the
ainking of the &fs "AUORVULGAGAY, 1 hereby note thla
Frotest and reserve the right to extend sime ot timg and
place convenient.

[ R e
'Jriﬁﬂ“l ssess Gupt, John quinlun -’lz‘-"--- o
Luplicatessses Haritime Service Benito ‘Be Clreru

Trial Bay Hastar
COpFasssnnnsse Fanamanian Consul Wt " P UL adl s
Farries Cwner. Mr. Stuart White
Tug OWD&ETSesa s E?p Service, lng.
T H
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But most of the letters in the files are taken up with efforts by all concerned to get
someone else to look after the mess. Very early on after the stranding we see letters
from the MSB claiming that they cannot be held responsible, and similar claims
soon surface from the Department of Shipping and Transport saying much the
same thing. Macleay Shire Council feature on a regular basis with dogged requests
to anyone and everyone they can think of to get rid of all the wrecks, no matter
what. They would send letters demanding the removal of the wrecks on a monthly
basis — a routine task after every Council meeting.

This process continued all through 1972 and 1973, and by 1974 the wrecks were
so firmly embedded in the sand that the general consensus was that the Sydney
Queen and the Lurgurena were unsalvageable, but that the Koondooloo was
possible to remove since it was pretty well ashore and largely out of the surf. The
Army was called in to see if they thought they could use explosives to get rid of
the hulks, but someone realised that the use of explosives could jeapordise the
oil pipeline on the seabed that tankers used to discharge oil into onshore tanks
at South West Rocks, so that was ruled out. Then they got the Navy in to see if
they wanted to take on removing the wrecks as a training exercise, but after an
investigation of what would be needed the Navy declined this offer of hands-on
experience for its men, saying that the risk of injury to the personnel doing the job
was too high.

The Sydney Morning Herald of February 9, 1974 carried the following story: Cyclone
Pam has spelt the final death knell for the Sydney Queen, once the famed showboat
of Sydney Harbour... The car ferries...have been almost buried in sand (since 1972),
but the superstructure and the smokestack of the Sydney Queen remained to recall
its former life. Now, after the cyclone, only the hull remains. The timber and steel that
gave that skeleton flesh lie in the sandhills.

During all this the local Council was still bombarding every authority it could
think of with it’s demands to just get the damn things off the beach — they didn’t
care how, just so long as they were taken away somehow. They got Robin Askin

to state that he would see that they were removed, but nothing came of this. Ian
Robinson, the local Member, must have got sick of sending letters to the Minister
for Transport on the request of Council, and the Minister, similarly, must have
got sick of replying in a non-committal way. Come mid-1975, the Council had
taken to writing direct to the Prime Minister, who at the time was Gough Whitlam.
Gough would have had a lot on his mind at the time as the political situation in
the country ground inexorably towards The Dismissal, but he still managed a reply
in which he accepted that the Commonwealth had the power to legislate for the
removal and that they would take over responsibility for removing the wrecks.

By early 1975 it had been pretty much agreed (but not by the local Council, of
course) that the Sydney Queen and the Lurgurena would have to be left where they
lay, and that tenders should be called for the removal of the Koondooloo.

It took an age to sort out the tendering process, but by the end of 1975 they had
several quotes for the removal of the Koondooloo, and the one they favoured was of
the order of $98,000. (It was estimated that it would cost in the vicinity of a million
dollars to remove the other two vessels). But the request to the Federal Government
for funds to remove the Koondooloo weren’t forthcoming, because, by the time they
made the request, Gough had gone from office, and Peter Nixon had become the
Minister for Transport. He worded the Government’s backdown thus: The situation
now is that we have to get the economy on its feet and non-productive government
expenditure naturally must stop. I am sure that you will appreciate that I could not
ask my colleagues to agree that high priority should attach to expenditures on this
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kind of wreck removal, especially when we previously took the view that the matter
was really one for New South Wales. In other words, “you might have talked Gough
into doing something about the wrecks, but we’re in power now and we couldn’t give
a stuff”. The Council’s response to this was reminiscent of The Mouse that Roared,
in that they sent the new government a telegram and a following letter, huffing that
it was all unacceptable, and still unrealistically insisting that all three wrecks be
removed. As before, nobody took any notice.

Here’s an edited extract from the editorial in the Mid-Coast Observer of December
11, 1975. It sums up how things looked to the general public four years after the
strandings:

The friendly foundering ferry, the Koondooloo is in the news again with the newly-
formed Kempsey Shire Council taking over from the departed Macleay Shire Council,
in doing something about getting its bulk shifted from the shifting sands of South
West Rocks. (Description of how the Koondooloo became stranded with the other
two vessels.)... According to Tourist Officer Val Melville the wrecks are still drawing
tourists to the township in spite of the fact that as each day passes they bury
themselves a little deeper in the sand.

The Government ruled out the idea of removing all three wrecks — as the talking figure
was in the millions, so settled for the removal of the Koondooloo to the tune of about
$100,000. The last tender was rejected so another is to be called next year. By then,
costs would have so escalated that the new tender price will no doubt be higher than
the rejected one.

In the meantime the Shire Council is probably wishing them to hell, the Transport
Minister who was is probably wishing he had never heard of South West Rocks and
sitting Federal Member Ian Robinson is probably praying that the awkward subject
will not be raised during his campaigning. Val Melville is no doubt making her own
supplication that the good ship Koondooloo and her bedmates will remain in situ as
long as the tourists keep rolling up.

So everyone agreed that they would call Tenders again the next year (1976).
Somehow that didn’t happen, and all three hulks remained rotting away.
Unfortunately the archival record stops at 1977 (because later correspondence
comes under the thirty-year rule of availability), and I was not able to get access to
look for a document which clearly states that a decision had been taken to leave the
Koondooloo where it was, along with the other two. It would have been interesting,
too, to be able to turn up the correspondence wherein the Council was forced to
bow to the inevitable, but ferreting out such a documents will have to wait another
year or so till the records involved are declared open to public scrutiny.

So, in a way, it all worked out OK in the end, though the authorities didn’t seem

to foresee what would happen. Or perhaps they knew only too well what they were
doing all along. Much the same sort of process was set in train when the Sygna was
stranded on Stockton Beach some years ago, and you could see the beginnings of
the process starting all over again when the Pasha Bulker looked for a few days as
though it was about to become a fixture on Nobbys Beach late in 2007. By stalling
and duckshoving responsibility back and forth for long enough, the authorities
(inadvertently?) let nature do the job of getting rid of the wrecks for them. Given
enough time the problem solved itself and nobody had to pay in the end and
everyone was happy. Except, probably, Stuart White.

In a telephone conversation I had with Ron Parsons of the Australian Maritime
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Historical Society in South Australia, | mentioned that it seemed to be all the
bureaucratic buck-passing that resulted in the punts eventually being left on the
beach to rot away. He pointed out that this is pretty much always the case with
maritime matters like this. Instead of working to solve the problem of salvage, the
primary aim of all the authorities involved is always to work at making sure that
they are not the instrumentality that ends up having to pay for it all. (It’s beginning
to sound like an episode of Yes, Minister for Shipping, isn’t it?). Ron’s view was that
it would be surprising really, when you think it through, for it to be any other way.
The owner was bankrupt, the wrecks were virtually worthless, and they weren’t in
the way of any shipping lanes. Nobody could win whatever they did, because the
cost of salvage was huge, and over time had become even huger, and there was

no way anyone could get any of the money back. Even if they had been able to oxy
them up on the beach and haul away the scrap, the scrap would have been so
expensive that no scrap dealer would be interested in it. At ordinary scrap prices
they would have recovered very little of the expense.

If you visit Trial Bay these days you'll see no sign of the wrecks, and there’s nothing
in the way of a public monument to commemorate their demise. When Lorraine and
I were first there late in 2006 there was one samson post visible — one of the posts
that were used to raise and lower the flaps — standing about a metre above the sand
in the middle of the beach like a rusty sentinel. By the time we again visited a year
later, even that had disappeared.

Vale the car punts of Newcastle. The hard-working old girls live on in the fond
memories of those who knew them and loved them and travelled on them and
worked on them, and, I hope, in books like this.
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