Marooned   March/April 1985

The Sir Edward Pellew Group is a cluster of barren sandstone islands in the Gulf of Carpentaria, near the mouth of the McArthur River, in northeastern Northern Territory, Australia. The islands have a total area of 800 square miles (2,100 square km). Vanderlin, the largest, is 20 miles (32 km) long by 8 miles (13 km) wide. Reached in 1644 by the Dutch navigator Abel Tasman, the island was thought to be part of the mainland and was named Cape Vanderlin. The explorer Matthew Flinders in 1802 proved Vanderlin an island, and he named the group after Captain Edward Pellew (later Admiral Viscount Exmouth) of the Royal Navy. Other islands are North, South West, Centre, and West. 
The reality of being shipwrecked on a remote desert island is probably not as romantic as it sounds. North Island was about five miles long and 3 miles wide, and in the tradition of desert islands, it wasn't particularly interesting. Of course the vegetation and wildlife had been pretty much devastated by the strong winds and massive rainfall it had just experienced. There were limestone outcrops, particularly to the south of us which were home to a small group of little wallabies that lived in their shelter. I don't know where the birds had gone, but it was a few days before they returned. We had little incentive to explore, at first. Our beach was hammered by surf for the first few days, and there was no chance of launching our dinghy had we wanted to use it.
The only entry in the Sea Fever log on our first full day there, March 25th, read “On the beach, Red Bluff. Seas rough. Winds 20-40 knots.” I had been ashore here before. We had anchored in the bay here one Christmas on the Invincible. On the beach there was no visible vegetation, even in the dunes, which had been washed and windswept into smooth shapes. They had been covered in long grasses and creepers before that wind came. Climbing the dunes and looking inland showed lakes and sand everywhere. Water was gushing onto the beach from the dunes, in springs and streams, everywhere, as the lakes slowly drained. The sparse trees had been snapped off and blown away, and any vegetation visible was completely flattened.
 
Taking stock of the boat, we had no power to generate electricity or run refrigeration. The batteries were all good, but we had no means of charging them. We had enough battery power to maintain radio communications for a time. We had about 20 tonnes of fresh water, and 25 tonnes of diesel fuel. We had lots of frozen food to last us weeks, but no means of keeping it cold. We had about 3 tonnes of prawns that wouldn’t last long either. We had plenty of tools and torches. We had a dinghy and outboard motor. But what was our next move?
 
The trawlers were in reasonable shape. Any hull damage was buried by sand, and investigating the engine room, the hull did not appear to be breached. Somehow, we needed to be salvaged. Until then I’d have to remain with the boat. Anyone finding an abandoned boat could claim salvage rights. I, or someone, would have to stay with the boat. At the crazy angle she was leaning on, it was pointless thinking we could still live aboard her.  I had good radio communications with Ken Leech, who would do all the organising from ashore. Radio telephone calls were not private, which was awkward, and ours would have been very interesting to anyone listening in. The most important thing we needed was a generator, preferably diesel, so that we could run a fridge, and charge batteries. But when would anyone arrive to assist us? I could be here for months.

The boat could not be lived in. During the day it would be an oven in the 30 degree heat, and inevitably attract the flies. The angle it was leaning on made it impossible to use the bunks. We were going to have to camp, which was no hardship in this climate. It was the end of the cyclone season, and it would be unlikely to rain again. We selected a spot under the bow of the Sea Fever which provided shade and shelter from prevailing winds. We took what bedding and utensils that we needed out of the boat and made ourselves at home on the beach. We had some director chairs, and a library of books and magazines. 

We took an empty 44 gallon drum, and cut it in half, horizontally, with the oxy. Then we cut a rectangular section out of the side of it. This became our hotplate and oven, and when the paint had burnt off, it became a barbecue. I’m not sure whose invention it was, but it served us well. We also found that where there were fresh water springs in the sand, we could dig a big hole and lie in the lukewarm fresh water. We all made our own personal jacuzzis, and could lie in them reading, to pass the time.

On the third day on the beach, the trawler Gove Pisces arrived and anchored offshore. It was still blowing 30 knots, and they were unable to land on the beach through the surf. The Pisces was owned by the KFV (Kailis, France and Verboon) company who owned the Hayman. They had high hopes of pulling the Hayman off the beach very soon.

On the fourth day, the Gove Leo and a tug, the Carlock, arrived. The skipper of the Leo, Phil Harvey, swam ashore with a rope, and although the surf was still quite rough, they were able to ferry people ashore. These included Ken Summers, a KFV Fleetmaster, and Neil Carmichael, an insurance assessor from Cairns. According to the log book, “Preparations were made to pull the Hayman off, using the Carlock, but the Hayman’s anchor chain broke.” Presumably they had attached a cable to the Hayman’s anchor in an attempt to swing her around to face the sea and pull her out. They continued trying the next day, but it was futile. She was buried in too much sand and too far from the water.

That day we dug a huge hole in the sand, and regretfully took all the hundred or so cartons of prawns out of the now warm freezer and buried them. Now that they had thawed out, there was no chance of saving them by transferring them to one of the trawlers.

On the sixth day, the tug Carlock left, and I sent Dean Jensen and Jenny Dufty over to the Gove Leo, so that they could go home. Three of the Hayman crew went home too. They flew out of Mornington Island the next day. This left Glen Akerstrom and myself looking after the Sea Fever, and Jeff Nichols and his engineer, Oddy Johnston, to caretake the KFV Hayman. When the boats had gone, we were left alone on the island. We were still none the wiser to what our fate would be. 

The next boat to arrive was the Roper K, the little mothership that worked out of Groote Eylandt. It was clear that we would get lots of visitors, since we had plenty of friends, and people were curious to see us. The log book said that we played beach cricket with the Roper crew, and I can remember appreciating their cold beer. After they left, the next day, the log said it was very hot, and we spent most of the day in our jacuzzis. If the trawlers kept coming in, we could rely on their generosity for food supplies and ice, but we still had no electricity. 

April the first was our ninth day on the beach, and a helicopter flew in. It was Ian Perrott, a salvage contractor. The insurers had put the salvage job up for tender. The previous year a salvage outfit based in Fiji had floated most of the beached trawlers after Cyclone Kathy. However Ian said they were unlikely to come unless the job was worth over a million dollars. Ian was based in Townsville. He explained the difficulty of moving the boats across the sand to a position where they could be refloated. He gave me some confidence that things were happening now, and I hoped that he would get the contract. He stayed overnight with us, and left in the morning. Things were looking up now, and the Sea Fury finally came in bringing a generator for us. Things might start getting more civilised now.

The arrival of a genset changed all our habits. It brought civilisation to our little band of castaways. We were able to power up a lot of the componentry on the boat, and most importantly the fridge in the galley. We could keep fresh food cold, and make ice. We could use the microwave, and tap into air-conditioning and fans inside the boat. However the genset was noisy, and really guzzled petrol. We got into a habit of running it for about 3 or 4 hours in the heat of the day, or as long as it took to freeze a lot of ice. During this time we would heat lunch in the microwave outside, and retire to the galley which we’d cool as much as we could. Then we’d put a video in the VCR, and watch a movie, lying on the wall of the galley, due to the crazy angle the boat was on.

Sadly we only had 4 videos. These were “the Deer Hunter,” “The Blues Brothers,” Clint Eastwood’s orangutang movie, “Every which way but Lose,” and a teenage Nick Cage in a chick flick called “Valley Girls.” I don’t recall ever getting any more movies from visiting boats, so each of these was watched a lot more than once. To this day I think I can remember every line in the Blues Brothers.

Now that we had refrigeration, we could store food. However our supply of food and beer was dependent on the generosity of visiting trawlers, and I remember Glenn and I were determined to play on their generosity as much as we could, because there might be lean times ahead. The banana prawn season was coming soon, and trawlers would not be able to visit us when they were busy. Thus when the Newfish II came in, and we were invited aboard for a meal, we readily accepted. Afterwards, we departed in their dinghy, most gratefully, with cartons of beer and frozen steak freely given to us by people we had only met for the first time that day. The same day, KFV Orpheus came in and took Jeff Nichols away from us. He was wanted for another job with that company. 

On our 13th day on the beach, April 5th, the Police Launch, the Saloo, came into the bay on a surprise visit. The Saloo was a white fibreglass vessel that looked more like a fast pleasure craft. We had not expected them, but they came bearing gifts that they had heard we needed. Another 44 gallon drum of petrol was floated to the beach, and rolled up to the camp. But far more importantly, 10 cartons of Victoria Bitter cans came ashore in their dinghy. They had, apparently, been sent by the manager of the Bartalumba Bay Fishermen’s club, and for a time we were humbled by his generosity. That was until about 4 months later when I turned up at the club and he presented me with the bill.

The next day a barramundi fisherman from Borroloola came into the beach, delivering a genset for the Hayman. He also brought back Gordon, one of the Hayman’s deckhands, to replace Jeff. This was really unnecessary, since we really had very little work we could do, and he was just another mouth to feed. Gordon liked to talk too much, and didn’t endear himself to the rest of us, who got on well. We had been sad to see Jeff go. He became a life-long friend, and I was talking to him as recently as last week.

Soon, the banana prawn season started, and we knew we wouldn’t see any trawlers in the bay for a while. We learnt too that the next visitors would probably be the salvors. Frank Markert of Jardine Shipping, Cairns, had been awarded the salvage contract and would soon be on his way with a tug and a barge carrying machinery. It would be a four day trip to reach us. I wasn’t to know that 10 years later, Frank Markert, Ian Perrot and myself would all be competing for a share of the mothershipping business in the Gulf of Carpentaria.

To our surprise, however, our next visitor arrived on foot. He was as surprised to see us as we were to see him. We had no idea that anyone else lived on the island. Cliff was a fisherman who had a camp at Paradise Bay, about 2 miles to the northwest of us. He had built a cyclone shelter, and had survived the cyclone with his wife and two children and their governess. They operated a weather station there. Cliff was currently on his own while his family was on the mainland. Much of his camp had disappeared, but he wasn’t deterred by the cyclone. He was a stoic man with a good sense of humour. He was definitely not your typical reclusive type you’d expect to be living on a remote island. He was a battler, living his dream, but must have had some private means to survive there. I never got to meet his family, but later the young governess came to meet us. I think it was Cliff who provided us with golf clubs to help us pass the time.

At some stage now our home made jacuzzis must have stopped as the fresh water springs dried up. Keeping clean was not an issue since our water tanks were quite full. We had rigged up a hose into the tanks, giving us a permanent tap and a shower. Laundry facilities weren’t really necessary since we were only wearing shorts all the time. We were also aware that at some stage we might need to hunt or fish to supplement our ever-dwindling food supply. Of course we had plenty of fishing gear, but launching the dinghy was weather dependent. We found a sandstone ravine where we could trap the wallabies, if need be, but never got round to making spears. We’d probably have been more successful throwing the golf clubs at them. In all the time we were there we never got hungry. We had vast supplies of tinned foods and biscuits between the two trawlers. The fishing boats in this remote area had to carry many weeks worth of supplies.

I kept up my habit of maintaining a radio schedule every morning in the Sea Fever wheelhouse. The boat was easy to access, since one boom was lying in the sand, making it easy to climb aboard. The galley door was on the high side of the deck, and the fridge and freezer were immediately inside that door. Everything being on a crazy angle made things awkward, but we coped with it. The wheelhouse was accessed from outside, and the chair was permanently affixed to the floor. The main Sailor SSB radio had a lot of frequencies, and I could easily talk to Darwin Radio. They had an 0800 schedule and I would get the weather forecast and any messages from shore would be read out to me as a telegram. The 4535mhz frequency was the usual channel the trawlers I worked with used. I did a lot more listening than talking, but I kept in touch with the Sea Fury every day.

After 3 weeks on the beach, the first attempt at help arrived. Frank Markert arrived with his tug, the Tenacious, and a flat steel barge carrying an excavator on tracks. His arrival was utterly underwhelming, since he seemed to be totally unprepared. The little tug was an ancient vessel, with very little bollard pull, or towing power. In fact it had less power than most Gulf prawn trawlers. Frank was not fazed by this at all, because he had an ace up his sleeve in the form of some huge blocks and a lot of old rusty wire. 

The Hayman was closer to the water, and looked like the easier of the two vessels to get started on. Now I can’t pretend to know a lot about salvage, but somewhere in my nautical education I had learnt about blocks and tackle, and the setting up thereof. We used them in the rigging of the Sea Fever, and there is a right and wrong way to set up a block and tackle. It is either “rove to advantage” or “rove to disadvantage”. Once Frank had untangled the wire and put it through the blocks, it was patently obvious that he hadn’t a clue what he was doing. Who gave him this idea? And what possessed him to think that his little tug could pull the Hayman backwards through heavy sand?

Finally the wires and blocks had been set up, and they were nearly ready to get the Tenacious to start the pull. I couldn’t help telling Frank that all he was going to achieve with that set up was to pull the main block out of the sand. It would have no impact whatsoever on the Hayman. I think that was when Frank puffed his little chest out and told me that he alone was the salvage master, and wouldn’t be asking for my advice. This was fair enough. I sat back and watched as the tug pulled the main block out of the sand.

I had to admire Frank for trying, but as Ian Perrott had said, we needed large bulldozers. The trawlers needed to be turned around and moved to the edge of the sea, and into a position where they could float on the high tide. Dragging them through sand wouldn’t work, as Frank was proving. There was little I could do. The only light relief was some good banter with Wally, the Tenacious skipper. Wally was an old hippy the colour of walnut. He had a dry laconic humour, and would let out a big sigh whenever Frank told him what to do.

While this was going on, two visitors arrived on the island from the Department of Meteorology. They wanted our version of the events of the cyclone. They were well aware of the shortcomings of their forecasting, and needed to know what improvements they could make. My initial criticism was ‘why weren’t we given more warning?’  There were half a dozen trawlers in our area, and we recognised the early signs of a cyclone brewing 2 days before it was announced. They should at least have issued a “Cyclone Watch,” since they had had that information from the trawlers. We were running from a suspicious low. A declared cyclone two days earlier would have meant we might have gone to the safety of the Norman River.

In 5 days, Frank didn’t succeed in moving the Hayman and the Sea Fever a single inch. The excavator had shifted a lot of sand around the boats, and even stood the Hayman up on its keel. However it was useless for pushing or pulling. And so Frank gave up. Before he left he donated us a drum of petrol and a carton of beer. He had got the tender for the salvage because his bid was the lowest, and he would now have to ask the insurers for more money to continue. On our 26th day on the island, the Tenacious and its barge departed, leaving us alone on the beach again, knowing that we’d be there for weeks now.

Sea Fury called in at night on our 31st day on the beach, dropping off more food supplies. He was the first boat we’d seen in 5 days. The trawlers were too busy now to come in for social visits, and it was nice of Bill to care enough to come in. We were getting a bit despondent with a lack of news. The nights were becoming cooler now. We had a lot of books on the two boats, so there was no shortage of reading material.

It was interesting watching the turtle behaviour on the beach. In the mornings we would see their tracks, sometimes leading to a nest. We had obviously been shipwrecked on a turtle nesting beach. However the turtles were aware of our presence. The nests near the boats were empty when we dug into them for curiosity. They had built decoy nests, as they do when their traditional spots are disturbed. We left them alone after that, and never saw any eggs or little turtles, just their tracks.

On our 34th day on the beach, a helicopter came overhead and dropped off another 2 x 44 gallon drums of petrol for our gensets. Darwin Radio told me that my girlfriend Melanie had booked a radiotelephone call to speak to me. I called her, and she was clearly distressed. In spite of the fact that she had been in Australia 2 years and owned her own house, her visa had been revoked. It seemed that Alcoa had bribed someone in the immigration department to approve and fast forward her residency. This person had been investigated, and all his cases had been overturned. Melanie had been given one week to leave the country. There wasn’t really much I could do with all this, being shipwrecked on a desert island.

The chopper flew in again the next day, ferrying lots of visitors in from Borroloola. A plane had been chartered by my insurers, so that one of their staff, Derek Appleby, could be flown from Cairns to Borroloola. He had come from London. Someone from Sunderlands or Lloyds had to physically see the shipwrecks before approving compensation. It had only taken them 35 days to get here. He arrived wearing a suit, but he discarded the jacket on landing. He shook my hand, and actually congratulated me on saving the vessel and all its crew. He seemed impressed. I felt quite good about this, especially since Ken Leach, the old rogue, had made it quite clear that we would all have been much better off financially if I had sunk it.

It took two helicopter trips to ferry all the visitors the 50 miles from Borroloola to Centre Island. Aside from Derek and Ken, there was Jim Stratton, general manager of Kailis, France and Verboon, who owned the KFV Hayman, Neil Carmichael, the Cairns based insurance assessor and Frank Markert. Also arriving were Chris Robinson, an ex fisherman and trawler owner who happened to own a nearby cattle property and a large bulldozer, and Yusef Mohammed, another property owner with a large D9 bulldozer. It appeared that Frank had got the requested funds, and I was the last to be informed how things were progressing.

Ken had the foresight to bring eskies full of the sort of foodstuffs and drink that shipwrecked mariners could only dream of, including caviar, oysters and Swiss chocolate. He made the other visitors aware that they would only get the leftovers. The treats were for us. Derek Appleby didn’t do much more than give the boats a cursory glance, and then announced that he wanted to visit the aboriginal burial caves in the Red Bluff cliffs. We despatched Gordon to be his guide, since he was the only one of us that had showed any interest in the caves and the skulls they contained. We had left them undisturbed. He had not.

It transpired that the insurers had paid for the plane to Borroloola and the helicopter, which also came from Cairns. Apart from Derek and Neil, the remainder had just cadged a ride. This left me and the helicopter pilot asking the question why they chartered the plane, when those two could have come by helicopter from Cairns, and the chopper was returning empty. I began to hatch a plan. The pilot was staying overnight in Borroloola, and was quite happy to come and pick me up in the morning and fly me to Cairns. I had enough time to go and see Melanie in Perth before she was deported.

Early the following morning, the pilot flew in and I had my first ride in a helicopter. It had been chartered from Helitrans, a Cairns company. The charter was paid for, so it was a free ride for me. When we took off, the pilot gave me some headphones. Telegraph Road by Dire Straits was playing at full volume. I remember the first sensation of flying in a helicopter was like we were swinging from a short rope, and it was fascinating watching everything rushing past under my feet. It was a Bell Jet Ranger. We flew to the coast, and headed east at the MacArthur River. We followed the coast to Karumba, where we stopped to refuel. 

I had an Ansett Airlines account, and the pilot spoke to Cairns airport and found that there was a plane to Perth that was due to take off just before we were due to land. He explained the circumstances, and was directed to land next to the plane, which would wait. I had no luggage. I was wearing a t-shirt and white shorts, and an old straw hat. I boarded the plane with everyone staring at me. I don’t know what the pilot said to the passengers about the hold up, but I was treated like a celebrity. Our plight in the cyclone had been recorded in the press and on TV.

When meal time arrived, I got the regulation small tray of food. When I said jokingly that I could eat five of those, the hostess brought me 4 more, and all the beer I wanted. but it was quite extraordinary that I could fly from the Northern Territory to the east coast, and back to the west coast in such a short period of time. I don’t know if any records were broken. From Perth airport, I caught a taxi to Fremantle, where I arrived before dark. I hadn’t spoken to Melanie, and she was out and the house was locked. I fell asleep in the hammock in the garden, exhausted.

I have little recollection of the sequence of events during the few days that I was in Fremantle, and there were, of course, no entries in the Sea Fever log to jolt the memory. I’m sure I had a good shower, shave and a haircut too. I was invited to Alcoa, where I was told that Mel was a valued member of their team, and if I married her the problem was solved. She would be able to stay in the country. In reality Alcoa were very embarrassed by the incident which was their fault, and the unions were threatening strike action. An MP we knew, Peter Drummond, was also involved. I went to the Department of Immigration, who were most unhelpful, citing that we needed to give a month’s notice prior to marrying. I wasn’t sure I wanted to get married, but it seemed like a way of fixing a travesty of justice.

It seemed that not much could be done, and I might as well return to the Sea Fever. I booked myself to fly to Cairns on Saturday. The next day was a Friday, and Mel still had to go to work. I had nothing better to do than go to the pub, so I walked down to the Esplanade for lunch. There were quite a number of my friends in there, including my Yorkshire mate, Dick Spencer.

At some stage of the afternoon, after quite a few beers, Bill Breheny came over and told me there was a phone call for me. It was Melanie. What was I doing that evening? I told her I had no plans, as I was getting inebriated in the Esplanade. She told me that Alcoa had arranged for their industrial chaplain to marry us in the Melville church, in East Fremantle. I don’t recall what my immediate reaction was, but I must have agreed. When I told the guys in the pub what was happening, I was plied with Scotches.

Some neighbours had been co-opted to help. Bruce and Evana Beaton drove me home in their old Mercedes. I put on a suit, and we went to Melville in the Merc, which now had white ribbons on the bonnet. We were the only ones in the church. I remember very little of it. The Reverend Bowyer presided. On Friday 3rd of May we were married in the eyes of the lord, sayeth the reverend, and there was nothing further that the Immigration department could do. 

We dined in the new Merlin Hotel afterwards, with Bruce and Evana, and spent the night there. Only those involved knew we were married. It was important not to let family or too many people know, since we had little idea if the marriage would last. We could always do it again properly at a later date. Right now I needed to be somewhere else. I was on the plane to Cairns the next day, and soon back on my desert island. I didn’t see Mel again for 4 months.










