Cyclone Sandy. 1985

On Tuesday 19th March I was anchored on the fishing grounds west of Mornington Island. The seas had been very rough, and there had been incessant rain. The weather seemed to be easing at 4pm, but a long rolling swell was building up. The sky and the sea were a dark grey. There was a handful of other boats in the vicinity. Usually there would be lots birds around the fishing boats, but this afternoon there were none. The air felt ominously close. A storm was brewing. I called VID Darwin Radio to check for weather warnings. There were none. There was just a small low pressure system moving eastwards from northern Arnhemland some 300 miles away.

Weather forecasts were not very reliable in 1985, and any low pressure system could be dangerous at this time of year. In a cyclone it is best to find an anchorage that is protected from winds coming from all directions, and there were no such sheltered anchorages anywhere near us. The Norman River at Karumba was good. There was some discussion amongst the skippers of the trawlers here now, and two of them were opting to go there. However it was 250 miles to the east, and a long way from the fishing grounds. It didn’t make economic sense burning all that fuel when there was no certainty of needing to go that far.

There were good cyclone anchorages back at Groote Eylandt, and reasonable shelter at the Vanderlin Islands west of us. It made better sense to go there. Cyclones are unpredictable in the direction they move. I thought I had made a wise decision. I weighed the anchor, and steamed west. It blew 30 knots all night and rained incessantly. At 8am on the 20th, we rounded Cape Vanderlin and dropped the anchor in calmer waters. Cape Vanderlin was the northern tip of Vanderlin Island, part of the Sir Edward Pellew Group. It was a grim barren spot with small cliffs, and a few stunted trees. Meanwhile, the low pressure system was moving into the Gulf. All we could do was sit and wait.

I was convinced that there was a cyclone brewing, and took all precautions to stow away or tie down anything that could possibly move. I pulled down the shade tarpaulin at the front of the wheelhouse, which would only act as a sail in a strong wind. The crew I had on board at the time were Glen Akerstrom, the mate and part time engineer. He had worked with me for several months. Dean Jensen was 17 and a fisherman’s son from Busselton. He had just completed the fishing diploma at Fremantle Maritime College. Jenny Duffty from Whangamata, in New Zealand, was the cook. The latter two were inexperienced, but made up for it with enthusiasm.

On the 21st of March, the swell had increased and was coming around the corner of the cape. This made it very uncomfortable, as the Sea Fever was rolling instead of pointing into the wind. At 1400 we pulled up the anchor and moved south, anchoring near Kedge Point. The KFV Hayman was there too. Jeff Nichols, whom I had never met, was the skipper. We compared notes, speaking on the VHF radio, and discussed strategies for likely scenarios. At 1700, a Cyclone was finally declared by the Bureau of Meteorology, and we were informed by VID Darwin Radio that Cyclone Sandy was located at 120 miles ESE of Groote.

Cyclone Sandy maintained this position for a further 24 hours. The position at 1700 on the 22nd was given as 120 miles East of Groote, and stationary. Now a stationary cyclone is a dangerous one. It will sit in the one spot while it intensifies, and the direction it starts to move is totally unpredictable. A cyclone is a vortex that sucks in the winds to its centre. The winds travel clockwise around the centre in the Southern Hemisphere. Cyclone plotting formed an important part of our training for our skipper’s tickets. A cyclone travels clockwise around its centre in the Southern hemisphere. A rule of thumb method to plot the cyclone is to stand with your face to the wind, and the cyclone is always on your right hand side. Knowing this, Jeff and I could plot all the different scenarios if the cyclone came close. We were not getting any sleep, since we were at the bridge all the time, monitoring messages that were coming in.

Our first significant update came at 0800 on Saturday the 23rd March. “Tropical Cyclone Sandy, with a central pressure of 945 millibars, was located 130 miles NE of Centre Island, moving slowly south, with winds to 120 knots.” Sandy was on her way, and if it maintained her current course, would pass us by 100 miles. Now that the cyclone was on the move, the wind direction would gradually veer around until we had no more shelter at Kedge Point. It was clear we would need shelter elsewhere. The Vanderlins were not an ideal cyclone anchorage, as there was nowhere that provided 360 degree shelter, and there were many rocks and reefs between the islands. In a remarkable coincidence, exactly a year earlier, Cyclone Kathy had struck the Vanderlins. 4 trawlers were lost, and one crew member. Jeff was in that cyclone too, but escaped unscathed.

Heading out into the open sea is always an option in a cyclone, but the closer to a cyclone you are, the less likely it is that you will make much progress in heavy seas. The wind direction also calculates in what direction you can successfully travel. There is a dangerous quadrant in the path of the cylone where you are more likely to be sucked in by the cyclone than escape it. At 1500, Jeff and I opted to steam across towards North Island where we would have shelter when the winds veered towards westerly. It was a difficult crossing, since there were many rocks in the channel. The winds would have been close to 50 knots, but the seas were not too high in the relatively sheltered water. We anchored off the beach near Red Bluff and simultaneously got the news that the cyclone was now travelling south west. 

The winds were really strong now, estimated 60-70 knots. We had both anchors down and they were not holding, even driving the boat against their drag. By our calculations, we should have been as close to the cyclone as we were going to get, perhaps eighty miles, and then the distance should increase in our favour. Then we noticed that the wind was veering to the south. This only meant one thing. The cyclone had turned, and was coming towards us.

It was 1800, and beginning to get dark. We had some shelter from the wind, where we were, but could we escape? The way out to the north was scattered with many rocks to avoid, and not my choice. Jeff was being told not to beach the boat by his company, and to put to sea. He headed north, but not for long. As soon as he was away from the shelter and hit the first gigantic waves, he knew the trawler could not handle it. He returned. We would ride it out for as long as we could.

By 2130, the anchors were useless and we pulled them up for the last time. It was too bad for anyone to go on deck after that. In the shelter we were able to drift for a few minutes, and then drive back towards Red Bluff. The night was so black with the rain, and flying sand from the shore, that visibility was almost nil. In spite of both trawlers having all their deck lights on, there was a genuine concern for collision. By 2300 I estimated the winds to have reached 100 knots. I had been using the radar sparingly between wind gusts to check my postion relative to the shore. The radar was now struggling. It was not designed to work in winds above 100 knots. Without it, we were lost.
At 0030 on the 24th of March, I sent out a distress message both for myself and the Hayman. Since we were technically still afloat and not shipwrecked, it was a Pan Pan (urgency) message, not a Mayday, and directed to all ships. Darwin Radio replied. The operator was someone I knew quite well, and he panicked, presumably because he knew me. He kept asking me irrelevant questions which were quite unnecessary. There was no one out here who could help us. He’d just asked me for a description of the Sea Fever, and he knew what it looked like. Then Thursday Island Radio butted in, most professionally, and took over communications. I was quite surprised I could receive TI Radio from the Vanderlins, but it turned out that my Moonraker aerial had snapped in the wind, which actually improved reception.

By 0200 we had taken as much of a battering as we could handle. I told Jeff that I would beach the boat as close to the Red Bluff cliffs as I could, and that way he could have most of the beach to himself when he drove the Hayman up. Warning the crew to hold tight, I drove the Sea Fever as fast as I could straight up the beach. 

Sandy was the most intense cyclone in the Northern region for the 1984-85 season. Sandy formed from a cyclonic circulation embedded in the monsoon trough over northeast Arnhem Land. This circulation drifted over the tropical waters. After reaching tropical cyclone intensity at about 1200 UTC 20 March, Sandy remained almost stationary for 36 hours intensifying in the process. Although Sandy was classed as a severe tropical cyclone, satellite imagery showed that Sandy had a ragged eye. When Sandy finally began to move the cyclone tracked south-southwest towards the coast and then west-northwest along the coast. Sandy passed just north of the Sir Edward Pellew Group of islands at about 0000 UTC 24 March where the Centre Island meteorological station recorded a minimum pressure of 973 hPa, a maximum wind speed of 170 km/h and a maximum gust of 220 km/h (before the wind vane was blown away.) Two trawlers, the Hayman and the Sea Fever were beached by their crews after experiencing gusts well over 200 km/h' and swells as measured by their depth sounders of 12m. Storm surges measured by a Bureau survey team were 3 to 3.5 m at Centre Island and coastal surveillance flights reported a pilot whale 1 km inland. Flooding was extensive along the southern gulf coast with 860 mm of rain recorded at Centre Island in four days.

By 0200 on 24th March 1985, we had taken as much of a battering as we could handle. I told Jeff that I would beach the boat as close to the Red Bluff cliffs as I could, and that way he could have most of the beach to himself when he drove the Hayman up. Warning the crew to hold tight, I drove the Sea Fever as fast as I could straight up the beach. The actual landing was an anticlimax, because no sooner had we run aground, than we were washed down off the beach again. It was another 12 hours before we were stationary on the beach. I spent all that time continually pushing into the sand for as long as the main engine kept running.

From 0400 to 1100, we took all the battering that a big cyclone could inflict on us. With a low pressure system like this, the tides are much higher than normal. In this case the tide was 3.5 metres higher, and we were actually in the sand dunes, or a shifting body of sand. Mostly we were lain over on our starboard side, but each successive wave would lift us up, and drop us down with a thump. A 74 foot trawler was just a little plaything in the grand scheme of things here. The noise, too, was phenomenal. The vibration in the steelwork was like machine gun fire. Ropes were shredded to nothing. The 2” steel pipe awning frame behind the bridge buckled in the wind like a pipe-cleaner.

I remained on the bridge, and the crew stayed below. There was nothing to be done. I don’t remember the details of how we drank or ate, or went to the toilet. I wouldn’t want to describe it if I could remember. Daylight came. It was light, but beyond the boat there was nothing to see, just blinding rain and sandstorm. I was constantly in awe of that wind. When I thought it couldn’t get any stronger, it would just accelerate to stratospheric speeds. The barometer, something that usually only moved when you tapped it, would drop off the dial in the gusts, like the rev counter of a car. I guessed wind speeds were at least 150 knots, but who knows? We never got the eye of the cyclone, but were flogged by the dangerous quadrant. The eye passed 5 miles to the north of us.

The Sea Fever had a wooden wheelhouse, which meant it didn’t vibrate like steel. I didn’t lose any windows, and nothing leaked. Everything that moved had either been stowed away, or was on the floor. I couldn’t sit on the seat on the angle it was on, and mostly clung to the wheel as each successive wave lifted the trawler to near upright, and come crashing down on to its chine again as the wave retreated. I hadn’t left the bridge since the cyclone was declared 3 days earlier. I was running on adrenaline, too busy, too absorbed to worry about being tired. The broken aerial had improved radio reception, and I was able to communicate that we had beached. Cyclones are random, contrary things. The saying goes, that if it has your name on it, it’ll get you, whatever you try and do to avoid it. The Sea Fever was intact so far and the crew were alive. We made it through hell, but it could have been different, and we weren’t out of the woods yet.

The full onslaught of the cyclone hammered the Sea Fever from 0600 to 1100. I did what I could to push the trawler hard into the sand, hoping that she would stick in one position. She remained mostly afloat, but aground on the bow, and she was getting pounded into the sand and bedrock beneath us. Whenever she seemed to slip sideways down the beach I’d put the rudder hard over, and as the next wave lifted her, I’d flatten the throttle to straighten her. If she had become sideways on to that tremendous surf, there was no doubt that we would have lost her. At 1400, the winds began to ease, and by 1500, as the tide receded, we were finally stationary. Up until that point, the engines had still been running, but now that she was no longer afloat, the huge surf was breaking right over our decks.

I had not closed the air intakes on the stern. Without air, the motors could not have run, and we would have been helpless. Now the waves were crashing over the intake vents, and we were taking water. The main engine and the auxiliary soon died as they ingested water. They had been there when we needed them. Their job was over. Now it seemed that the worst was past, and I was able to sit in the skipper’s chair at last.

At close to sunset, the winds were down to about 45knots and the rain stopped and the sky began to clear. We could see the KFV Hayman on the beach about 150 yards away to the south of us. Oddly we had anticipated that I would be the southerly boat. The main thing was that we had both survived. Looking back over those hours of hell, I wondered if someone was looking after us. Whenever anyone asked me afterwards if I was scared or worried that we wouldn’t make it, I could honestly say that I was too busy to contemplate any other outcomes. 

For the first time that day we left the shelter of the wheelhouse and accommodation, and took stock of our surroundings. The Sea Fever was laying over on her chine at a steep angle. Her bow was buried in the sand, and the propellor and rudder fully exposed. We were able to climb down the boom and on to the shore. We were grateful to be off the boat, having half expected that it could have become our tomb. At the same time, the 5 crew members of the KFV Hayman had walked off their boat, and both crews walked towards each other to meet.

It was a moment in time that I’ll always remember, walking down that beach, that evening. Everyone was quite subdued, perhaps in shock from their experience. There was hand shaking and introductions. The enormity of that day probably hadn’t hit us. There must have been a thousand things we needed to do, but we didn’t know where to start. There were several live and bruised dolphins on that beach, and they desperately needed our help first. We fetched blankets from the Hayman, and carried the dolphins back to the water to help them swim away. It was an extraordinary gesture to nature. They were in a much worse state than us, and as a priority, we helped them before we helped ourselves. 

Later, we congregated in the galley of the Hayman. Their cook had rescued a small wallaby with a joey that was bruised and battered and lost. The tide had gone right out now, and we were perhaps 100 yards from the sea, high and dry. The rain had stopped, the wind was down to a mere gale force. Otherwise, it was a warm tropical night. We took blankets out of our cabins, and slept in the sand beneath the bow of the Sea Fever. It was my first sleep for three and a half days.


