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Foreword
Fred Stevens was an adventurer and a pioneer. We are 
fortunate that he wrote his memoirs in 1965–1966, es-
pecially as he typed them, which is not bad for a kid who 
didn’t go to school. We are more fortunate that so much 
of his papers and photographs remain, as his widow, 
Nance, burned a lot of his papers when he died. We can 
be grateful to his third son, Ian, for preserving the papers 
and photos included here. I am grateful also to my late 
father, George, Fred’s second son, for gathering all of the 
materials into one location and sourcing Fred’s service 
records. And I am indebted to Sam Dellit, a radio histori-
an who has dedicated himself to documenting the history 
of radio in Australia, for retrieving so much published 
material concering Fred from official records and making 
it available on Wikibooks.

Fred never mentions either of his two wives or any of 
this three sons, and mentions his family of origin only in 
passing. So learning anything about his personal life has 
been almost impossible.

Matthew Stevens, Thornleigh NSW, October 2019
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Frederick William Stevens MBE lived for the first 16 years 
of his life with his mum and dad, who was a lighthouse 
keeper in the isolation of the Victorian coast. It was in 
this period that he honed his skills in Morse code and 
celestial navigation. This qualified him as a junior wireless 
operator on the troop ship SS Wiltshire in 1917. He later 
became Chief Engineer of the Brisbane wireless station 
4QG.

In March 1929, Messrs Hitchcock and Anderson went 
missing in their search for the also missing Kingsford 
Smith. The Hitchcock and Anderson aircraft was a 
Westland 111 named Kookaburra, and was ill equipped 
and very poorly provisioned for a desert search. The De-
fence Department sent out three Air Force aircraft, and 
Qantas was asked to assist in the search for Anderson 
and Hitchcock, and Lester Brain of Qantas was commis-
sioned. Brain telephoned Fred at home in Brisbane one 
evening and asked him to install a radio in the DH50J 
aircraft Atalanta. At that time, radios in aircraft were al-
most unheard of, and in the elapsed time of only one day 
and night, Fred rose to the task of building, installing and 
testing a simple continuous wave transmitter and receiver 
to be powered by a wind-driven generator mounted on 
the aircraft’s port upper-wing leading edge.

Brain, Fred and engineer E. H. Compston set out from 
Archerfield Aerodrome on 19 April 1929 for the North-
ern Territory. After a number of abortive forays, on 21 
April, about 80 miles south-east of Wave Hill, they saw 
smoke, and upon a closer inspection found the Kooka-
burra. Fred radioed the find back to Brisbane, then took 
photos with his Brownie camera of the stranded Kook-
aburra with Hitchcock’s body lying under the starboard 
wing. The photos which Fred took were front page news 
in a Sydney newspaper a few days later. (Two of these 
original photos are held by Fred’s grandson Matthew.)

Having experienced the excitement of flying, Fred 
decided early in 1930 that he should learn to fly. He 
was trained by Brain, among others, and did his first solo 
in the DH60 Moth VH-UAV on 13 March 1930. On 
26 June 1930 he was awarded a private pilot’s licence, 
number 552, authorising him to fly DH60s. Not content 
with this, Fred did further work, including stalls, forced 
landings, night flying, cloud flying and spins. Then on 19 
November 1934 he was awarded a commercial pilot’s 
licence, number 476, authorising him to fly DH60s, 
DH80s and DH86s.

Fred joined Qantas in December 1934 and spent the 
next 3½ years flying around the world, mostly to and 
from Singapore, but also to the UK and the USA.

In 1937 Fred joined the Department of Civil Aviation 
(DCA) as a Communications Officer, spending some 
time in New Guinea in liaison with opposite numbers in 
the US Air Force. In 1942, being in the RAN Volunteer 
Reserve, he was called up to serve in the RAAF, and 
spent much of his time in New Guinea. After discharge 
from the RAAF in 1945, Fred returned to DCA, becom-
ing Superintendent of Airways Operations, from where 
retired in 1963.

As well as a pilot, Fred was also a certificated Air Nav-
igator and an Aircraft Radio Telegraph Operator and 
Radio Engineer. In 1963, Fred was awarded the MBE for 
services to civil aviation. For a man who had no formal 
schooling during his first 15 years of life in lighthouses, 
Fred was quite an achiever.

In his book Qantas at War, Hudson Fysh mentions Fred 
favourably on pages 7, 17 and 26.

George Stevens, Berowra Heights NSW, 2007

Preface
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Timeline
1898	 Born 3 January at Spencer Crescent, Camber-

well, Victoria. Lived with parents in lighthouse 
Cape Nelson

1899	 1 May moved with parents to Camberwell

1900	 8 July moved with parents to lighthouse Point 
Lonsdale

1903	 13 January moved with parents to lighthouse 
Cape Nelson

1906	 19 May moved with parents to lighthouse Split 
Point

1908	 8 January moved with parents to lighthouse 
Wilsons Promontory

1910	 8 April moved with parents to lighthouse Point 
Lonsdale

1912	 17 April moved with parents to lighthouse Cape 
Schanck; 9 November passed Commonwealth 
Public Service exam No. 397 for appointment as 
Telegraph Messenger, but weak in arithmetic

1913	 5 April passed Commonwealth Public Service 
exam No. 445 for appointment as Telegraph 
Messenger, but still weak in arithmetic; 2 August 
passed Commonwealth Public Service exam No. 
468 for appointment as Telegraph Messenger, 
but still weak in arithmetic

1914	 2 May passed Commonwealth Public Service 
exam No. 506 for appointment as Telegraph 
Messenger; June began first job with PMG as 
telegraph messenger at Dromana

1916	 Transferred to Flinders then to Woomelang then 
back to Flinders

1917	 25 January awarded provisional Certificate of 
Competency in Radiotelegraphy (RAN) num-
ber 41; 12 May – 21 December served aboard 
HMAT Wiltshire as Wireless Operator; 22 De-
cember engaged in RAN as CPO Telegraphist at 
HMAS Cerberus

1918	 25 January granted RAN provisional Certificate 
of Proficiency in Radiotelegraphy; 17 March left 
Cerberus; 18 March appointed as CPO Telegra-
phist on Samarai Island, territory of Papua, New 
Guinea

1919	 Samarai

1920	 28 October transferred from RAN to PMG De-
partment, still on Samarai

1921	 April engaged to Cecily Woodfull Pescott

1922	 12 July awarded WW1 Mercantile Marine Medal; 
Oct sent to Willis Island meteorological station, 7 
months

1923	 May, returned from Willis Is; 14 May married 
Cecily; 6 September gained Certificate of Profi-
ciency in Radiotelegraphy; Dec appointed to 2FC 
Sydney

1924	 Assistant Engineer, 3LO Melbourne; September 
helped AWA with broadcast; 9 October son 
Richard William Stevens born

1925	 1 May appointed to 4QG Brisbane; 27 July 
opened 4QG as Chief Engineer in 3 weeks

1928	 15 August appointed to RAN Volunteer Reserve; 
28 December awarded WW1 British War Medal

1929	 10 February son George Woodfull Stevens born; 
21 April, with Lester Brain, found lost aircraft 
Kookaburra; commenced flying lessons

1930	 17 May, qualified as a private pilot at Queensland 
Aero Club; 20 November awarded Commercial 
Operator’s Certificate of Proficiency in Radiote-
legraphy and Radiotelephony First Class

1931	 June joined King and King Ltd in charge of radio 
installations; Dec joined 4BH

1934	 13 July Queensland Aero Club licence; com-
mercial pilot’s licence; radio operator’s licence; 
navigation licence; December commenced 
employment with Qantas as Senior First Officer 
and Wireless Operator Mechanic

1935	 22 Feb, first Australian air mail service (Darwin–
Singapore) on 10-seater DH86 (with Sir Edward 
Compston as passenger); 26 Feb, first return 
journey (Singapore–Darwin).

1936	 1 June appointed reserve Pilot Officer RAAF

1937	 20 July resigned from Qantas; 16 August Radio 
Inspector, Department of Civil Aviation (DCA)

1940	 7 February permanent appointment as Radio 
Inspector, 3rd Div, DCA, Archerfield

1941	 28 August USA non-resident visa granted; 17 
October crew member with Lester Brain and 
P. G. Taylor flying Catalina flying boat from San 
Diego, California, to Sydney

1942	 23 July appointed Flight Officer with RAAF; 
served in Port Moresby

1943	 Served in Brisbane
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1944	 2 May divorced Cecily; 1 July promoted to Flight 
Lieutenant, RAAF; served in Townsville, Mer-
auke, Horn Island, Cairns, Milne Bay, Goode-
nough, Port Moresby

1945	 7 April married Nancy Alumward Sim; served in 
Morotai and Melbourne; 25 September released 
from RAAF and returned to DCA

1947	 27 July son Ian Bruce Stevens born

1948	 7 December promoted to Superintendent, Air-
ways Operations, Queensland District

1955	 27 September temporary transfer to HO Sydney 
as Superintendent of Communications (DCA)

1963	 1 January awarded MBE; 1 January retired from 
DCA

1964	 Joined RACV in the Touring Records Section

1966	 5 October died of a second heart attack

Notable achievements
1.	 Holder of the first-issued 1st Class Aircraft 

Operator’s Certificate of Proficiency in Wireless 
Telegraphy.

2.	 Opened broadcast station 4QG as Chief Engi-
neer with J. W. Robinson as Manager in 1925.

3.	 Found the missing aircraft the Kookaburra on 21 
April 1929 in plane piloted by Lester Brain.

4.	 Crew member on the delivery flight of a PBY5 
Consolidated Flying Boat A24-18 AFS, which 
left Honolulu on 17 October 1941 on its 
delivery flight, with Lester Brain as commander 
and P. G. Taylor as navigator. The aircraft flew 
non-stop from Suva to Sydney (source: Qantas 
Aeriana 1920–1954 by E. A. Crome).

5.	 Co-pilot on the DH86 service to Singapore, 
where Qantas services linked up with Imperial 
Airways. He mentioned a visit to the cockpit 
by Captain Patrick (of Patrick Steamship Pty, 
Brisbane), who observed that although he had 
lived an adventurous life at sea, including voyages 
around Cape Horn, flying from Singapore to 
Darwin was an even greater adventure.
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In 1901, the then Duke of York, who later became King 
George V, visited Australia for the purpose of officiating at 
the Federation of Australian States. One of the Duke’s es-
cort vessels, the cruiser HMS St George, had a newfangled 
contraption called a wireless set installed. The chief engineer 
for the PMG’s department, H. V. Jenvey, heard about all this, 
and designed and built his own transmitter/receiver. This he 
installed at the Queenscliff lighthouse, about 3 miles from the 
Point Lonsdale lighthouse, and used it to communicate with 
HMS St George as she approached Port Philip Bay.

In 1966, Fred wrote to the then General Manager of OTC, 
Harold White, asking for confirmation that this was the first 
recorded ship-to-shore radio communication in Australia. 
White’s staff were able to state that it was possibly the sec-
ond such event, as the first appears to have predated the 
Jenvey experiment by about 12 months. This was a continu-
ous-wave Morse radio link between a Queensland gunboat, 
Gayundah, and the naval stores depot at Kangaroo Point, 
Brisbane.

Left:  Frederick WIlliam Stevens, a few months old, 1898.



Frederick William Stevens MBE

1

Childhood

Apparently I had displeased my mother who chas-
tised me. I then made one of the wrong moves in my 
life when I said: “I will tell my Daddy,” for it was then 
that my mother promised me that: “If you come here 
I will give you something to tell your daddy about.” I 
was probably at the age of three years at this time; the 
place was Point Lonsdale situated at the western side 
of the entrance to Port Phillip Bay at the head of which 
stands the city of Melbourne, the capital of Victoria.

At this time (1903) there stood at Point Lonsdale the 
original wooden lighthouse that was built in 1863. 
Close by there was a new lighthouse built of stone and 
being equipped with the, then, most modern occulting 
light equipment. One evening my father, who was then 
the Lighthouse Keeper in charge of the local light-
house and signal station, raised me in his arms while I 
placed a match to the wick of the old light for the last 
time and who himself on the following evening lighted 
the new light for the first time.

At about this time but earlier (1901) another incident 
in my very early childhood impinged itself firmly 

on my mind. This was the occasion of the visit to 
Melbourne of the then Duke and Duchess of York to 
perform the opening ceremony of the first Australian 
Federal Parliament. It was not the opening of Par-
liament that I remember; what I do remember was 
the wireless installation in the Point Lonsdale Signal 
Station that communicated with the Royal Yacht Ophir 
as she approached Port Phillip Heads. This, almost 
certainly, was the first occasion upon which ship-to-
shore wireless communication was established from an 
Australian-based station. In later years I came to know 
a little more about wireless and ship-to-shore commu-
nication but I can still see, after a lapse of some sixty or 
more years, the blue flame that jumped the “gap” of the 
spark coil and smell the ozone that resulted. I recall, 
too, the fox terrier dog that barked at me that day and 
that left me with a fear of dogs, particularly fox terri-
ers, throughout the succeeding sixty years.

It was the practice then to transfer lighthouse keep-
ers from one lighthouse to another at approximately 
two-yearly intervals. It came time, therefore, to leave 
Point Lonsdale, but I did return, and more will be 
heard of it later. We moved to Cape Nelson, eight miles 

1898–1917
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from the town of Portland and close to the Victoria–
South Australia border. It was at Portland that supplies 
were collected each week in a horse and cart driven by 
one or another of the three lighthouse keepers. During 
a part of our term at Cape Nelson my sister, my broth-
er and myself were the only children on the station. 
We were rather too young for school so the absence of 
a school was of no consequence.

Excepting in an experimental form and then only 
spasmodically, wireless was not available in ships 
at sea in 1903. Sailing ships and steamers alike that 
passed Cape Nelson regularly signalled their names 
to the Cape Nelson signal station which details were 
forwarded by telegram to the responsible authorities 
in Melbourne. The newspapers of the day published 
the names of vessels and the time at which they had 
passed the signal stations along the coast. On the af-
ternoon of June 19th 1904 the RMS Australia signalled 
her name and, in response, was wished a pleasant 
voyage. During the early hours of the following morn-
ing Australia ran aground at Port Phillip Heads and 
became a total wreck.

During this term at Cape Nelson I experienced my 
first “holiday”. We visited my grandmother and two 
aunts, who conducted a small dairy farm at East Colac, 
inland from the coast and some 140 miles from Cape 
Nelson. At Cape Nelson we had our own cow that 
provided us with milk and from which my mother 

also processed fresh butter. At Colac there were about 
15 cows; there were chickens, a couple of pigs, some 
ducks and a dog, “Laddie”, that helped to bring in the 
cows for milking each night and morning. There was 
also “Dick”, the sandy horse that was as temperamental 
as any horse ever foaled. Dick, if he did not feel dis-
posed to pull the buggy to Colac for provisions, or to 
take the family to Church on Sunday morning, would 
sit down in his harness and squeal. Patience, petting 
and perseverance were the only effective remedies in 
this case.

Lighthouse keepers were always required to undertake 
local running maintenance and keep the lighthouse, 
the signal station and other buildings and surround-
ings as clean “as the proverbial hound’s tooth”. The 
head keeper traditionally kept a watch between 8 am 
and noon and again between 6 pm and 10 pm. The 
two assistants, alternating each day, kept watch from 
10 pm to 2 am, 2 am to 8 am, and noon to 6 pm. In 
addition to these regular watches, seven days per week, 
all hands were turned-to Monday to Friday inclusive 
between 9 am and noon when painting, cleaning, 
scrubbing and polishing work was undertaken. Large 
repair works that were beyond the local manpower 
available were undertaken by works parties from Mel-
bourne. On one occasion several workmen were busy 
at Cape Nelson. Although these men were expected 
to provide their own meals, it was not uncommon for 

Letter to the editor of Walkabout magazine January 1967 (published posthumously).

Right: A young Fred dressed as a sailor for a studio portrait, 1901.
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my mother to bake an extra pie, or pudding, or batch 
of scones for these men. I recall one particular pie. 
My mother filled a large pie-dish with scraps of metal, 
nails, and a few empty cartridge-cases, placed over this 
one of her special pie crusts, and selected me to deliver 
this attractive-looking pie when the men knocked off 
for their lunch. This attempt at humour was very well 
received by the men and was a subject for discussion 
in our family long afterwards. Of course, as soon as the 
men had been given time to fully appreciate the joke, 
my sister delivered a real meat pie: a pie filled with the 
best cuts of rabbits caught that morning, and seasoned 
gravy.

Foxes were rather plentiful at Cape Nelson but, as is a 
feature of all foxes, were very sly; they were difficult to 
trap. Sometimes a fox would be caught in a trap set for 
rabbits and when this occurred one of two things gen-
erally happened; either the fox would chew through 
his leg where it was caught in the trap and disappear, 
or the trap peg would be pulled from the ground and 
the fox [would] depart dragging the trap. In this latter 
event we would set out to track the fox, following the 

scratches made by the trap on the ground. Sometimes 
we would find the trap with the fox’s paw in it but the 
fox gone; sometimes we would not be able to follow 
the track through bracken fern and scrub, but there 
were occasions when we did find the fox, which would 
be killed and skinned. A fox skin, if carefully tanned, 
was worth useful money.

There was provided at Cape Nelson, as at several other 
lighthouses, a set of equipment known as the “life-sav-
ing apparatus”. This consisted of high-powered rockets, 
a variety of ropes, a [breeches buoy], and ancillaries 
which, if a vessel were to be wrecked in the vicinity of 
the lighthouse, would provide some chance of rescuing 
those aboard the vessel. In order that this apparatus 
might be moved to a particular point on the coast, a 
waggon and a horse to draw the waggon was also pro-
vided. The horse and waggon, however, also served as 
a means of transporting provisions, in the case of Cape 
Nelson from Portland usually once per week. The old 
horse was Gypsy. Now Gypsy was almost as cunning as 
the foxes. Normally Gypsy would be required for duty 
on Friday mornings. Gypsy, however, always seemed 

Fred and Harold at Wilsons Promonotory (“the Prom”), 1905. Harold, Fred and Rubie, 1905.

Rubie and Fred, 1902. Rubie, Fred and Harold, with their mother on the porch, 1908.
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to know when Thursday evenings were on hand as it 
was usual for this old horse, during Thursday nights, 
to hide herself in a patch of scrub. She learned to open 
gates; she learned to find a different patch of scrub 
each week but she never sulked. When she was eventu-
ally found she would perform her allotted task willing-
ly and well but there always seemed to be a twinkle in 
her eye as if to say: “I tricked you, didn’t I?”

From Cape Nelson we moved to the Split Point 
lighthouse. The Split Point lighthouse was located 
on a headland close to the village of Aireys Inlet. In 
more recent times the name “Aireys Inlet” has been 
applied on maps and charts to the lighthouse too. Our 
lives took on a varied turn at Aireys Inlet; there was a 
school, and this was our first attendance at a school, 
the discipline that resulted being something new to us. 
There was some river fishing, some surf fishing from 
the beach and some rock fishing at Aireys Inlet. Ample 
crayfish could be caught from Eagle Rock that sat 
close to the shore but which could be reached only at 
low water. There is little better as a meal for a hungry 
school boy than a crayfish caught from Eagle Rock, 
cooked in a tin of seawater over a driftwood fire on the 

beach and helped along with home made bread and 
butter.

In these days (1906) Cobb & Co. coaches still operat-
ed. Bullock teams were also relatively common; our 
bulk supplies were brought to Aireys Inlet by bullock 
waggon from Wensleydale. Where now exists that part 
of the Great Ocean Road, Geelong to Aireys Inlet and 
beyond, there then was a sandy track. The Cobb & Co. 
coach left Geelong after an early breakfast, stopped 
to change horses at Torquay and reached Aireys Inlet 
about nightfall. Passengers generally walked up sandy 
hills to ease the strain on the horses, climbed aboard 
the coach again on the crest of the hill and rode down 
the other side.

On this occasion we were transferred again rather 
more quickly than usual; we spent but l year and 
8 months at Aireys Inlet. In January 1908 we were 
instructed to move to Wilsons Promontory, the 
southern-most lighthouse to the Australian mainland. 
A Cobb & Co. coach carried us to Geelong, where 
we joined a train for Melbourne in commencement 
of a new adventure that would involve a sea voyage, 
which was something quite different in our young 
lives. It was an adventure too in that, while in the past 
our supplies had always been delivered by road, be 
it sometimes by bullock waggon, we would now be 
dependent upon sea transportation for the necessities 
of life. It has been said that “Variety is the spice of life,” 
and surely there was variety in our young lives.

We were now about to proceed to one of the most 
isolated light-house stations and where bulk supplies 
of provisions and other necessities of life would be 
delivered only each three months. It was necessary, 
therefore, that bags of flour, bags of sugar, cases of 
biscuits and of jam and of many other things must be 
ordered ahead. There was also a need to place orders 
for large quantities of oil for the light, coal for cooking 
and heating and fodder for the horse, but this was the 
responsibility of the keeper being relieved and not my 
father’s responsibility until the next orders were due.

We were astir very early on the morning of departure 
on our great adventure. We said a sad farewell to the 
relations who had cared for us during our few days in 
Melbourne and travelled by train to Williamstown, an 
outer suburb, where we were to join the Lighthouse 
Steamer Lady Loch. My father had served some time 
at sea in past years and was at home in the Lady Loch, 
but my mother’s experience at sea had been limited to 
that of a passenger in the Casino from Melbourne to 
Portland when I was but a few weeks old and of which 
voyage I, naturally, remembered nothing. None of us, 

Possibly Gypsy the horse, with Fred (seated), Rubie (right) and another child, 1903.
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my brother or sister or myself, really knew anything 
of life at sea excepting that which we had seen from 
lighthouses ashore.

The run down the Bay, from Williamstown to Queen-
scliff, was quite pleasant. As we passed out through 
the Heads between Point Lonsdale and Point Nepean 
there was considerable interest in now seeing those 
places from the sailors’ point of view. The Loch, as she 
was familiarly known, was a single-screw steamer of 
yacht-like design – black hull, tall yellow funnel, two 
nicely raked masts and white deckhouses. Although 
the Lady Loch invariably carried one or two families 
to or from “outside” lighthouses, she was ill-equipped 
for the task. There were two or three so-called state-
rooms but generally speaking passengers were forced 
to sleep on settees or anywhere else that was available 
under cover. We rolled, as only the old Loch could 
roll, along the coast and were abeam of Cape Schanck 
late that afternoon. As night settled over the ship we 
“turned in” and tried to sleep but without very much 
success. The excitement; the strange noises; the motion 
of the ship and seasickness did not encourage sleep. At 
sometime about 4 am we passed Wilsons Promontory 
and anchored in the shelter of Waterloo Bay a little 
to the eastward of the “Prom”. Then daylight came in, 
the ship was moved into East Bay, an indent on the 
eastern side of the Promontory, and again anchored. A 
whale-boat (sometimes in these circumstances called a 
work-boat) was loaded with boxes of personal effects, 
cases of stores and, for ballast, some bags of coal. We 
were placed on top of this mixed cargo and pulled 
ashore to the East Landing, where we stepped ashore, 
with some difficulty, onto the granite rocky shore of 
Wilsons Promontory. While the boat returned again 
and again for further cargo we commenced our long 
walk to the lighthouse and the quarters that would be 
our home for almost 2½ years, rising as we did some 
350 feet above sea level.

Wilsons Promontory in addition to having a particu-
larly important navigational lighthouse also had a par-
ticularly important signal station. Every vessel, sailing 
vessel or steamer, that passed the “Prom” signalled her 
name; many vessels that had left a distant port perhaps 
months previously were given orders from their own-
ers or agents through the Wilsons Promontory signal 
station as to their next movement. The type of order 
would follow the pattern: “You are ordered to proceed 
to Newcastle direct.” The Morse lamp was not in use 
when we first were transferred to Wilsons Promonto-
ry, with the result that the international code of flag 
signalling by day was the only means of conveying 
information. A vessel that expected orders through the 

“Prom’ would arrange speed to ensure passing there 
during daylight hours. In due course the Morse lamp 
was introduced, the first steamer to communicate with 
the Prom by Morse lamp being the Adelaide Steam-
ship Coy steamer Marloo. In due course other ships 
were equipped with a Morse lamp and officers [were] 
trained in its use. I, although still a boy, soon became 
proficient in the use of the Morse lamp, and indeed 
with all other forms of approved signalling, including 
semaphore and the international code. Sometimes, 
during a Sunday evening when, as often happened, a 
number of vessels would pass the Prom en route from 
Sydney to Melbourne, it was not uncommon for my 
father to be talking by Morse lamp to one ship at sea 
while I was talking to another.

Although the Lady Loch brought bulk supplies but 
once each three months, it was usual for one of the 
small steamers – the Wyrallah, the Queenscliffe or the 
Moonah, or perhaps the Despatch that plied between 
Melbourne and Gippsland Lakes ports – to stop en-
gines in either East Bay or West Bay depending upon 
the weather conditions and pass to our small boat that 
would put out, mail, newspapers, sometimes fresh 

The Wyrallah in port in Melbourne, circa 1921.
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meat and sometimes fresh butter. Usually “mail day” 
was Thursday but this sometimes was Sunday. Usually 
Wyrallah was our mail steamer, and as soon as she was 
sighted emerging from “Little Bourke Street”, a narrow 
passage between the mainland and a small island, the 
cry would go up “Wyrallah!”, often contracted to “Wy-
wup!”, which would be the signal for the boat’s crew 
to hasten to the landing and get the boat launched, be 
it day or night, fine or foul, wet or dry. It was rare for 
the Wyrallah to by-pass the Prom because of weather, 
and this only if a southerly gale had built up dangerous 
seas at both the East and the West landings.

Once while we were at the Prom a steamer that had 
run short of bunker coal due to a long spell en route of 
bad weather struggled under the lee of the headland 
making only sufficient steam by burning hatch covers, 
wooden derricks and doors from the ship’s fittings. 
On another occasion a collier bound [for] Melbourne 
from Newcastle, the Lady Mildred, went ashore in Wa-
terloo Bay in fog and became a total wreck. The crew 
came ashore at Wilsons Promontory and lived with 
us until they were picked up by another steamer soon 
after their ship was wrecked.

We children were now coming to the age when some 
form of education was a real necessity. For a time we 
had a Governess, who thoroughly enjoyed the free life 
of Wilsons Promontory and its ample fresh sea air. 
Whether we learned very much I rather doubt.

Accidents and illness at “outside” lighthouses always, 
fortunately, seem to be rare occurrences. When such 
misfortunes overtake those who tend the isolated 
lighthouses, newspaper headlines are usually made. 
During our term at Wilsons Promontory but one 
illness of note overtook my brother, my sister and 
myself; we, together, contracted whooping cough, 
which at any time is a somewhat distressing complaint. 

At Wilsons Promontory three cases of whooping 
cough was, to my mother, something of a tragedy. The 
nearest doctor and chemist were located at Foster, 
some 60 miles from the “Prom” and connected to the 
“Prom” only by a track over which nothing but a man 
on horseback could travel. Fortunately, however, there 
was telephonic connection between these two places. 
A telephonic consultation between my father and the 
Foster doctor resulted in the telephone-line inspector 
packing into his saddle-bag a bottle of medicine and 
setting out on the long and lonely trip to the Wilsons 
Promontory lighthouse. As was the practice when the 
inspector made his periodical inspection trips along 
the telephone line, a night-stop, for rest to both man 
and horse, was made at the Darby rest house. It was 
not, therefore, until the end of the second day after 
leaving Foster that our bottle of medicine was deliv-
ered and our coughs eased.

A devastating bushfire raged through Wilsons Prom-
ontory National Park and crept closer to our settle-
ment than was comfortable. We found the heat and 
smoke from the bushfire very uncomfortable. A few 
days later and when the fires had died down, my father 
and I climbed the mountain behind the lighthouse and 
walked several miles towards Oberon Bay. Scattered 
on the ground were many dead animals that had been 
overcome by the fire. There were kangaroos, koalas 
and, rather strangely, two native cats. One of our 
milking goats that, apparently, had been cut off by the 
fast-travelling fire was also found dead on the moun-
tain slope.

There was always good fishing at Wilsons Promontory. 
From the rocky shore we caught rockfish, leather-jack-
ets, sweep and crayfish; from the boat we caught flat-
head and barracouta. Fishing for sweep was an inter-
esting procedure. Usually we took a limpet from the 

Letters to the editor of Walkabout magazine, 1966.
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rocks as bait for a rockfish. In turn the rockfish would 
be used as bait in a net to catch a crayfish, which in 
turn would be used as bait for the sweep. The sweep is 
an epicure in the fish kingdom.

We, all too soon, were time expired at Wilsons Prom-
ontory, so, once again, pictures were removed from 
the walls and with kitchen utensils, crockery and 
glassware, blankets and bed linen, and the piano, were 
packed in specially designed cases, lowered on the 
“flying fox” to the East Landing and sent aboard the 
Lady Loch. We said a rather sad farewell to the “Prom” 
and trekked this time back to the Point Lonsdale 
lighthouse, which I remembered rather vaguely for the 
reasons explained earlier.

State School No. 5522 still stands at Point Lonsdale 
and it was there that I commenced my rather short but 
concentrated school life. Now, at the age of 12 years, I 
had the benefit of but 2 years’ regular schooling. Dur-
ing the next 2 years I succeeded in holding a place in 
the 5th Grade. I, however, retained my interest in ship-
ping and in ship-to-shore signalling; I also developed 
an interest in gardening. I recall that I was, by popular 
vote within the School, allotted a prize for gardening.

My interesting life was almost brought to an abrupt 
end while we were, on this occasion, at Point Lons-
dale. One fine summer evening, while my brother and 
myself were swimming near the pier, my brother, who 
was not then a swimmer of any note, got into diffi-
culties in deep water. I, who was too anything but a 
swimmer of note, and without weighing the possible 
consequences, attempted to bring my brother ashore. 
My father, who was watching his two sons from the 
pier, and who soon appraised the situation, brought 
my brother ashore little the worse for wear. Someone 
else was bending over me on the beach when I re-
gained consciousness. My recompense for my efforts 
was a period in bed under a doctor’s care. Apparently 
I did not suffer any serious ill-effects as I was soon 
back at school. Whether it was because of my knowl-
edge of the subject, or whether it was because of my 
semi-drowning episode I am not sure; I was soon, 
however, elected within the School as the “official” 
umpire when we played Australian Rules football.

Miraculous escape from drowning at Point 
Lonsdale

The following has been taken from an article published in The 
Sentinel, 19 November 1910.

“In a very simple way almost a whole family may on Wednes-
day have lost their lives by drowning. Mrs Stevens, wife of Mr 
GW Stevens Lightkeeper stationed at Point Lonsdale with 
three children went down to the beach, and from what can 
be gathered the children carried with them a small box to 
play boat with. After being in the water a short time Mr Ste-
vens walked down the pier and seeing the children with the 
box cautioned them not to play with it knowing there was 
deep water near. The eldest boy, Fred, threw the box out 
into deep water and the younger boy thought he would try 
and secure it, and after going a short distance he was in trou-
ble through getting into the deep water. Fred the older boy 
of the two seeing his brother struggling in the water hurried 
to his assistance and caught hold of him keeping him afloat 
for a minute or so and then sank. The little girl, when both 
sank, tried to reach them but seeing they were far beyond 
her reach screamed for assistance. The mother heard the 
girl’s scream and hurried to the spot having to run about 100 
yards. She caught hold of the younger boy, and after a short 
swim both sank leaving the other boy struggling in the water 
by himself. Mr Stevens was in the lifeboat shed and hearing 
the screams hastened to know what was the matter and saw 
the two boys struggling ...

“He then raced down the pier about 60 yards to where they 
were in the water throwing off his coat as he ran and jumped 
over the handrail into the sea about 20 feet below and swam 
for about 60 yards to where the three were in the water. 
On reaching the spot the only person visible was the eldest 
boy Fred who was floating face downwards. Mr Stevens then 
dived for his wife and youngest boy and was caught round 
the weeds and finding he could not release her hold struck 
out for the shore towing the youngest boy and his wife. As he 
could not reach the surface of the water Mr Stevens caught 
hold of Mrs Stevens arm and wrenched free and then got 
to the surface for a breath. Mr Stevens immediately dived 
again. This time the little boy Harold caught him round the 
neck and got his feet round his body. Knowing he had the 
two together he swam ashore greatly exhausted. Just then 
Mr A Carrow and Mr G Patterson, members of the R.A.E. 
hearing the alarm ran up and were in the act of helping Mr 
Stevens when he called them to save his other boy. This as 
is known they succeeded in doing, only for them the little lad 
would have been drowned as Mr Stevens was too exhausted 
to save him and we hasten to record the gratification of Mr 
& Mrs Stevens to the two gentlemen mentioned and others 
who assisted in the rescue.”
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Some 20 miles to the eastward of Point Lonsdale and 
visible when the weather permitted is Cape Schanck. 
It was to Cape Schanck that we were transferred when 
our term at Point Lonsdale expired. A short sea voyage 
across Port Phillip Bay from Queenscliff to Dromana 
and a land voyage of 15 miles by road soon found us 
at the last lighthouse at which I was to live as a perma-
nent residence.

As at Cape Nelson and Wilsons Promontory, rock 
fishing at Cape Schanck was a repaying proposition. 
Rabbits in the area were plentiful and many were the 
rabbits that we caught in traps or shot. We used the 
flesh as food and to help the hens produce eggs. The 
rabbit skins were dried and packed and sent to Mel-
bourne, the proceeds from which helped to keep us 
supplied with shoes and other items of necessity and 
occasional pleasure.

The Cape Schanck school was always known to us as 
the “Black’s Camp” school as it was situated about 5 
miles from the lighthouse at a place locally known as 
Black’s Camp. Sometimes we were taken to school in 
the lighthouse waggon drawn by a tall chestnut horse 
known as Tom; sometimes I drove the horse and 
waggon to school and, after leaving Tom to fend for 
himself in the school paddock during school hours, 

drove home again when school closed. A feature of 
this school was that it was a “half-time” school; it 
functioned on Monday, Wednesday and Friday of 
one week, followed by Tuesday and Thursday of the 
following week. On the intervening school days the 
one and only teacher attended the Main Ridge school 
some miles away and which too was a half-time 
school. This old school, which consisted of one small 
room and which carried the recognition number 2168, 
was finally closed in 1921 and the building [was] sold 
for removal. It cost the purchaser £82. This school had 
initially been opened in July 1879.

Postcard to a young Fred around 1913 from A. S. Morton. The Morse code says: “When you signal, dont go too fast.”

Letter to the editor of Walkabout magazine July 1966.
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1913, Telegraph messenger

We had been resident at Cape Schanck perhaps 18 
months when my father said to me without warn-
ing: “I cannot keep you any longer; I have arranged a 
job for you.” With little time to think about this new 
development in my life, my few personal belongings in 
a box and myself were loaded into the waggon. With 
old Tom drawing the waggon, my father took me to 
Dromana. First he took me to a house that I had never 
previously seen and introduced me to an old lady. I 
was told: “This is where you will live and this is the 
lady to whom you will pay 12/6d per week for board 
and lodgings.” I was then taken to the local semi-of-
ficial Post Office and again introduced to an old lady 
and this time told: “This is where you will work and 
this is the lady who will pay you 15/- per week.” I was 
then given by my father a golden sovereign such as I 
had never previously handled and told: “This will be 
a start in life.” My father then went back to the Cape 
Schanck lighthouse while I, who had never previously 
been away from home alone, started out on a life of 
adventure. I periodically returned home on short visits 
and regularly corresponded with my mother until she 
passed to her final rest 50 years later, being pre-de-
ceased by my father some 10 years earlier. I never did 
return “home” on anything resembling a permanent 
basis.

My “official” job of work at Dromana was in the 
capacity of what then was known as a “Telegraph 
Messenger”, which, as the designation implies, was 
the delivery of telegrams. Telegraph Messengers of the 
past, however, were “handy men” or more correctly 
“dog’s bodies” who were expected, in addition to deliv-
ering telegrams, to clean door knobs, wash and re-fill 
inkwells, wash windows, keep the Post Mistress sup-
plied with chopped wood, collect the Post Mistress’s 
meat from the butcher’s, attend to the small telephone 
exchange and, when he had proved his reliability and 
honesty, sell stamps and deliver letters over the Post 
Office counter. Still later, when he had developed the 
ability, he was required to receive and transmit tel-
egrams on the Morse circuit connecting Dromana, 
Sorrento, and Mornington with Melbourne. My earlier 
Morse lamp operating ability gave me a good start 
in this latter regard and soon I was almost “running” 
the little Post Office while the Post Mistress sat before 
her fire on cold winter days. Between 8:30 am and 8 
pm, with such time as was possible to find for lunch, I 
slaved at the Dromana Post Office Mondays to Satur-
days inclusive.

From the golden sovereign that was given to me by my 
father when I first arrived at Dromana, I paid a small 

deposit on a second-hand bicycle which I used on 
my messenger duties and to travel from my residence 
to work and return. Sometimes, after my Saturday’s 
work was over, I would mount my bicycle and ride it 
15 miles to Cape Schanck to visit my folk and return 
Sunday evening or very early Monday morning. As 
may be easily calculated there was a difference of 2/6d 
between my income and my regular expenditure for 
board and lodgings. Somehow, from this 2/6d I was 
able to pay off the amount still owing on my bicycle 
and, very occasionally, visit without a partner the local 
weekly dance and card evening. Laundry was included 
in my board and lodging but it soon became necessary 
to purchase some new clothes. This was a problem that 
I had to face alone.

As can be judged, my basic education was extremely 
limited. If I were to decide to make the Post Office my 
future source of livelihood it would be necessary to 
obtain permanent appointment to the Commonwealth 
Public Service, and this in turn would make it neces-
sary to qualify through an entrance examination. My 
education was not then up to the standard required 
to pass this rather simple qualifying examination. By 
good chance the local School Teacher sympathised 
with me in my predicament. Not only did he en-

Fred as a newly minted telegraph messenger, 1913.
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courage me to study; he gave me access to suitable 
books and all at no expense to me. However, as there 
were only Sundays, and evenings after 8 pm, during 
which I could study, progress was slow. I attempted 
two entrance examinations in other towns but failed 
dismally. In due course, however, a vacancy was ad-
vertised at the Flinders Post Office, some 15 miles over 
the mountain from Dromana and some 10 miles to 
the east of Cape Schanck. There were two entrants for 
this examination and my joy was unbounded when it 
was announced that I had achieved a few marks more 
than my competitor. I left Dromana and travelled 
to Flinders and started a new life there, but again I 
received the sum of 15/- per week and paid 12/6d per 
week for my board and lodgings, which again included 
laundry. Now, however, I was issued with an official 
Post Office uniform, which eased my clothing difficul-
ties to some extent. There was another advantage: the 
Post Office was closed each Wednesday at 1 pm, which 
meant that each Wednesday afternoon was free. Some 
Wednesday afternoons I spent with an old fisherman 
who had befriended me and in whose fishing boat 
I spent many pleasant hours. The occasional visit to 
Cape Schanck on Saturday evening or Sunday con-
tinued, but this came to an end when my folk were 
transferred once again and this time to Cliffy Island, 
which lies some 19 miles to the north-east of Wilsons 

Promontory and which, in fine weather, can be seen 
from the “Prom” lighthouse.

In due course I was relieved from my Messenger duties 
at Flinders for a 5-weeks vacation period. I travelled 
to Melbourne, joined the little steamer Queenscliffe 
en route to Sale in the Gippsland Lakes, and was put 
ashore around midnight, twenty-eight hours later, at 
Cliffy Island. Cliffy Island is nothing but a solid rock 
without vegetation of any description excepting for a 
small amount of “pig-face” that grows here and there 
on the rock face. The Island is unprotected from the 
elements and long days may pass when it is quite 
impossible to land at or be taken from the Island. 
There is the lighthouse and associated storeroom and 
there are three houses occupied by the light keepers; 
that is Cliffy Island. I spent but a little over a week at 
Cliffy Island when it became apparent that, if I did not 
soon leave, I might be marooned there long past my 
leave period. I had expected to be there for at least a 
fortnight. The Wyrallah that used to deliver our mail at 
Wilsons Promontory was due to pass Cliffy Island one 
evening about tea time and as the wind was freshen-
ing and the sky looking ominous I decided to board 
Wyrallah and this I did in a rising sea. Next Morning 
Wyrallah entered Gippsland Lakes and tied up at the 
wharf at what was then Cunningham but which later 
was known as Lakes Entrance. Later that day the ship 

Cliffy Island.
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moved up the river to Bairnsdale, from where I trav-
elled by train to Melbourne and so back to Flinders.

The First World War, the 1914–1918 war, the war 
to end all wars, was now under way. There was the 
Gallipoli Campaign about to develop. Flinders, which 
was the mainland terminal of the Victoria–Tasmania 
telegraph cable, was provided with a military guard. 
A few men from Flinders entered the Army or the 
Navy. I was yet too young to enlist; I did, however, 
manage to pass another Post Office examination and, 
in being promoted, was transferred to a new office at 
Woomelang in the Malley [sic] country of Victoria.

At Woomelang there were but the Postmaster and 
myself. On three mornings each week mail was 
despatched to outlying places as early as 6 am; each 
evening as late as 11 pm mail was received from the 
Melbourne to Mildura train. During the day there 
was counter work, which was considerable in that 
wheat-growing centre; there was a daily mail delivery; 
there was telegraph traffic and there was a telegraph 
delivery service. Woomelang was a testing ground for 
any young enthusiast. It is perhaps not unreasonable, 
therefore, that after spending one very hot summer in 
Woomelang I applied for a vacancy back at Flinders 
and which was created by the enlistment of the young 
man in the position there similar to [w]hat I held at 
Woomelang. Rather unexpected but with consid-
erable satisfaction my application for the Flinders 
transfer was approved; I returned to Flinders and was 
once again with old friends, and I must admit with a 
workload much less than that which I had carried at 
Woomelang.

When I left Flinders for Woomelang, tall and willowy 
Marjorie kissed me and cried. When I returned to 
Flinders but a few months later Marjorie had married 
and left the district.

I needed a dentist’s attention. I rode my bicycle 15 
miles to Bittern and from there travelled by train to 
Melbourne. The dentist extracted a dozen teeth. I re-
turned to Bittern by train and rode my bicycle 15 miles 
to Flinders.

I soon became restless in that my friends were enlist-
ing while I was continuing to live a life of relative ease. 
I applied to the Post Master General’s Department for 
leave to enlist. I was refused leave on the basis that 
my telegraph operating ability was valued. There was, 
however, no man power control under which I could 
be forced to remain in civil employment. I tendered 
my resignation from the Commonwealth Public 
Service and soon this resignation was accepted which 
proved, to my way of thinking, that I was not indispen-
sable as had been suggested. I was forthwith accepted 
by the Royal Australian Navy, drafted to a wireless 
school in Melbourne, and commenced training.

In due course I was given a 2nd Class railway ticket to 
Sydney and instructed to report aboard the troop ship 
HMAT Wiltshire, officially known as “A18”. I had al-
ready seen Wiltshire from the Cape Schanck lighthouse 
and she appealed to me as my future home. Rumour 
said that she would soon leave Sydney for the United 
Kingdom.
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I had resigned from the Post Master General’s Depart-
ment early in the days of the First World War full of 
youthful exuberance and determined to do “my bit” 
for my King and Country. I had taken a short course 
in radio communication and offered my services to the 
Royal Australian Navy.

I was accepted, given a 2nd class railway ticket to 
Sydney and instructed to report aboard the troopship 
HMAT Wiltshire, shortly to sail for the United King-
dom.

necessary, however, later to share that small space with 
another crew member with whom I did not always see 
eye to eye. I had been brought up in a very strict home 
where smoking and drinking were both inventions of 
the Devil with the result that, at times, I found the life 
in that cabin almost more than my young and inexpe-
rienced person could bear.

The Wiltshire remained tied up at No. l buoy for sever-
al days. Coal and provision lighters came alongside to 
discharge fuel for both engines and men. I discovered 
later that our boilers used about 110 tons of coal per 
day, which meant that we would leave Sydney with 
something about 5000 tons of bunker coal aboard. I 
discovered later, too, that when we left Sydney there 
would be about 2000 souls aboard the ship and this, 
of course, meant that we must load tons of meat, tons 
of flour, tons of tinned milk and tons of much other 
items of food. While we were tied up at No. l buoy 
there was some difficulty in getting ashore and back on 
board again. However, whether “Tubby” Heyward felt 
a little sorry for the youngster who had joined his ship 
or whether he felt that I had at least a little sense of 
responsibility, Captain Heyward selected me to collect 
the mail from the office ashore each day and some-
times gave me other messenger duties to perform. I 
took this to be an honour bestowed upon me and tried 
very hard to please the “Old Man” with, I believe, some 
success, as later parts of the story of life in Wiltshire 
will indicate.

At last the day came when the ship was moved along-
side at Woolloomooloo. Here, army equipment soon 
began to come aboard and, finally, before daylight one 
morning I awoke to hear much activity on the wharf. 
As soon as I could pull on some clothes I went on deck 
to find a sight that still lives on. The wharf was packed 
with soldiers in uniform while outside the dock gates 
was a big assembly of wives, sweethearts, fathers and 
mothers to bid farewell to the soldiers going overseas. 
There were coarse shouts; there were funny remarks; 
there were hand-shakes, there was some singing and 
there were tears. I had nobody to sigh for me nor to 
cry for me; I stood alone in the quiet corner of the 
boat deck and tried to be a man. The 750 New South 
Wales troops were soon aboard, streamers fluttered 
in the early morning breeze, a band played, the ship’s 
lines were singled up and soon we were moving slowly 
out into the stream. We anchored in Athol Bight.

As the day wore on so did the weather change. Rain 
fell; the wind blew and the choppy sea in the harbour 
built up. About 4 pm several of the Sydney ferries 

1917, World War 1 – HMAT Wiltshire

Never previously having travelled far afield from Mel-
bourne, the train trip to Sydney, with all the discom-
forts of a cramped seat; the long night hours; the cold; 
the lack of knowledge of the outside world, and the 
absence of friends and relations had at least an element 
of excitement. Arrival in Sydney next morning pre-
sented an anti climax. There was nobody to meet me; 
I did not know the geography of Sydney; was hungry 
but did not have the knowledge, or common sense, 
that would have enabled me to “cloak” my cases and 
find a cafe. Somehow, probably by tram, I found my 
way to Circular Quay and from there, after putting up 
a plaintive plea, was rather ungraciously taken to the 
gangway of Wiltshire on a RAN tender.

The “Old Man”, Captain Heyward, with whom I later 
became reasonably friendly, accepted me with little 
grace. “What was I doing aboard?” “Who sent me and 
why?” “Are your papers in order, you are but a kid?” 
He soon discovered that my papers were not in order 
and forthwith sent me ashore to remain there until 
they were. He did, however, suggest with rather bad 
grace that I should visit the Shipping Office.

All bad things have an ending with the result that I 
was finally signed on the ship, took my rather battered 
cases aboard and was given a 2-berth passenger cabin 
“until something else” could be found for me. Noth-
ing else was ever found for me and I made that my 
home away from home during two years at sea. It was 
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Soon after leaving Sydney and noticing the motion 
of the ship I decided that it would be wise to turn in. 
I was called by the quarter-master at 3:45 am (one 
bell) and turned out immediately, full of enthusiasm 
for my first real watch at sea. I climbed to the bridge 
where the wireless room was located and very soon 
after brief hand-over the 2nd man departed to enjoy a 
few hours sleep before breakfast. My enthusiasm was 
short-lived. Probably I was frightened of my respon-
sibilities; probably it was the extremely strong mug of 
tea and ship’s biscuit delivered to the wireless room by 
the quarter-master, or probably it was a combination 
of these and the motion of the ship that made me wish 
I were still ashore in my old Post Office job. I was ill. 
I was not in a fit state to keep a wireless watch of a 
standard that was demanded by the presence aboard 
of some 2000 souls, but keep a watch I did between 
bouts of seasickness. 8 am finally came and, somehow, 
I struggled down to my bunk and flung myself upon 
it still in my uniform which but a few hours earlier 
had given me so much satisfaction. Nobody cared 
if I lived or died; nobody came to enquire about my 
health but the sea got rougher and the ship rose and 
fell to the ocean swell. As we rounded Gabo Island and 
headed west across the “paddock”, the ship now rolled, 
which I found a little easier than the pitching motion 
earlier. I had a little fruit in my cabin and had sense 
enough to eat some of it with the result that I had 
sufficient strength to climb once again to the bridge 
and the wireless office at 4 pm. The 4 pm to 8 pm man 
was relieved between 5:50 and 6 pm for tea, which 
was served in the Officers’ Mess below the Bridge. 
Somehow I managed to eat something but it refused 
to remain where it was supposed to do good. Another 
similar night and another similar day followed. On the 
third evening at sea my appearance must have rung a 
bell of sympathy in the mind of the old Chief Engineer 
– a Scot, as one might imagine, for this seems to be 
traditional in Chief Engineers at sea – as I passed him 
on deck. “Look you here, my boy, this is no guid; come 
awa’ wi’ me and I’ll gi’ you a cure for your troubles,” 
is what he said. I would have taken phenyle if it was 
to cure my troubles. The kindly old “Chief ” gave me 
something in a glass, told me to get into my bunk, to 
drink his tonic and tomorrow all would be well. In 
later days it came upon me that the old “Chief ” had 
given me a double whisky which sent me into the best 
sleep and the most restful sleep I had experienced for 
days. Although the quartermaster apparently experi-
enced some difficulty in getting me on my feet at 5:45 
am next morning, I soon recovered in the cool air on 
deck. I have never since been sick at sea or in the air.

ranged alongside and disgorged through our gangways 
another 850 troops who had travelled down by train 
from Queensland. Now, with a crew of over 500 all 
told we had on board Wiltshire something between 
1900 and 2000 souls which, by First War standards 
was a goodly number of people to have aboard any 
ship of war. The sun set behind rain clouds; the curtain 
of night folded around us; the pilot came aboard; the 
anchor was hove in and soon we were heading for the 
open sea.

Wiltshire or, as she was then more correctly known, 
HMAT (His Majesty’s Australian Transport) A18, 
was, in peace time, a Federal Shire Line passenger 
and cargo steamer of some 14,000 tons, that traded 
between England and Australia. She had considerable 
refrigerated space for the carriage of frozen meat and 
butter to the old country but also had payable space 
for the carriage of general cargo. Normally she carried 
but one Wireless Officer; now that she was a troopship 
and would be entering war zones she carried 5 such of-
ficers. The Senior Wireless Officer was an Englishman 
of rather reserved habits and with whom it was almost 
impossible to develop a conversation. The second man, 
like myself, was an Australian; I was the very junior 
third man. It was apparently traditional that the junior 
man should be given the 4 to 8 watch – that is, 4 am to 
8 am and 4 pm to 8 pm.

Fred aboard Wilsthire, affecting a pipe, 1917.
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Security is something that is talked about particular-
ly in war time. The enforcing of security is another 
matter. We were not supposed to know that we were 
heading from Sydney, non-stop, for Durban in South 
Africa. It is likely, however, that before we left Sydney 
Heads astern, everybody in A18 knew exactly where 
we were going and that we would be at sea for approxi-
mately three weeks.

The run across the Indian Ocean was generally fine. 
The crew settled down to routine jobs; the soldiers, 
some of them taking longer than I to overcome the 
seasickness, exercised on deck, played games and 
wrote letters. Sunday mornings there were church 
parades. One of my most vivid memories of this part 
of the trip was listening from the boat deck one fine 
Sunday morning to three quite independent Church 
services proceeding in different parts of the ship. 
This gave me cause to wonder what it sounds like in 
Heaven on a Sunday morning. The only band aboard 
the ship was a small pipe band. I like the pipes in their 
place but they can become wearisome when there is no 
other music, day after day, and week after week. There 
was a bugle, however, and this seemed to be sounded 
for many purposes and at many times. I could always 
recognise the “reveille” at 6 am (it was sounded from 
the deck above my wireless office), but otherwise I 
have never been able to successfully interpret the many 
Army bugle calls.

Once one becomes accustomed to the sounds at sea it 
is only when the regular sounds cease that one awakes. 
There came an early morning 21 days after leaving 
Sydney that I awoke. The time was three o’clock; all 
was quiet. We had arrived in the Durban Harbour and 
the engines had been stopped. As we did not need to 
keep a wireless watch in port, I, after 21 early morning 
calls could, and did, roll over and go to sleep again 
until breakfast time. The first leg of our journey to 
England was over.

At daylight we were put alongside a coal wharf where 
more coal was poured into our bunkers and where 
many tons of fresh water also was taken aboard. Some 
leave was granted but, after only about 12 hours in 
Durban, we sailed again for Cape Town; we followed 
the coast of South Africa most of the way. I was on 
watch when we entered the Cape Town Harbour and 
could see the Table Mountain in the background 
sheltering the city of Cape Town. We anchored about 
three miles off shore until daylight when we, once 
again, went alongside a wharf almost at the foot of 
the city’s main street. I recall Cape Town for several 
reasons; one, I saw my first movie there; two, I bought 
my first camera there; and three, I saw for the first 

time many coloured people. I took a tram ride to a 
beautiful beach some few miles out of town. I should 
very much have wished to climb to the top of Table 
Mountain but time didn’t permit and, from memory, 
such an expedition then was not looked upon favoura-
bly by the locals. I do not recall the circumstances but 
I was somehow introduced into a friendly family at 
Cape Town who, with quiet dignity and considerable 
restraint, gave to me a pleasant evening the memory of 
which still lingers on.

We were to form a convoy with 5 other steamers and a 
RN escort at Cape Town. One of the steamers was the 
Osterley that was still in Sydney when we left there but 
which, with her slightly greater speed, was supposed to 
reach Cape Town almost simultaneously with us. We 
had to wait three days for her.

Under the leadership and guidance of the RN Cruis-
er Kent, the six vessels of our convoy moved slowly 
northward from Cape Town and soon began to feel the 
rising temperature of the tropics. The slowest steamer 
in the convoy and which set our pace was the Ayrshire. 
At night now we were travelling without lights, each 
ship trying to keep station behind the next ahead by 

Postcard from Rubie to Fred aboard the WIltshire, 1917, received in Sierra Leone.
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steering on a dim, shaded blue light at the stern. The 
old Ayrshire seemed always to make poor time at night 
with the result, when daylight came in next morning, 
Ayrshire was often well astern and sometimes out of 
sight. We had no alternative to slowing down until 
Ayrshire could again take station.

My boyhood life at various lighthouses on the Victo-
rian coast had given me a good practical grounding 
in visual signalling, and this our Captain soon discov-
ered. Often I would be called out to exchange signals 
with our escort or with another ship in the convoy. 
As will be seen later, my ability in visual signalling 
brought me much pleasure.

Our next port of call was Freetown, Sierra Leone, on 
the west coast of Africa, where we spent a few hours 
one fine Sunday afternoon to replenish our fresh water. 
There was no shore leave but it was pleasant to relax 
in the safety of the harbour for a few hours. Mail was 
sent ashore here but no mail came aboard, which was a 
disappointment to many in our ship. 

Northward bound again and soon the tropics were 
left behind and the cold of the northern hemisphere 
settled upon us. Two days out from Plymouth, six 
small destroyers met us and escorted us singly to port. 
The Osterley arrived first, followed a few hours later 
by ourselves and almost simultaneously the Galway 
Castle, each with troops to put ashore. The remaining 
ships of the convoy went on to other ports. We soon 
had unloaded our human cargo and left Plymouth as 

the sun was setting. As we passed her we could see that 
Galway Castle was making ready also to put to sea.

The run up from Plymouth to Tilbury Docks on the 
river Thames was right in the danger zone and where 
we could expect a submarine attack or run down a 
floating mine. Extra lookouts were posted day and 
night. So far I had not heard an SOS distress call, 
although the senior radio officer had heard one from a 
steamer out in the Atlantic ocean two nights earlier.

The second radio officer had taken ill as we ap-
proached Plymouth, with the result that the senior 
man and myself had to keep two 6-hours watch[es] 
each day. We mutually agreed that we would do six 
on and six off and change at 2 am and 8 am. I had but 
taken over my watch at 2 am on the morning after 
leaving Plymouth when, obviously quite close to us 
because of the strong signals, a steamer made an SOS 
call and announced that she had struck a mine and 
was sinking. This was the Galway Castle that came out 
of Plymouth almost on our heels. It was not our job, in 
the circumstances, to go to the aid of the sinking ship; 
that was a job for vessels set aside for the purpose. We 
went on our way hoping there were no mines on our 
track. Soon after daylight next morning, however, we 
were stopped by a mine sweeper while a mine was 
exploded by gun fire right where we would have been 
within a few more minutes but for the sharp lookout 
on the mine sweeper.

Saturday morning we tied up in Tilbury Dock and 

Allied troops ahore from WIlsthire in Cape Town, South Africa, 1917.
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almost immediately every member of the crew bar one 
was on his way ashore; the ship was virtually deserted 
excepting for a watchman, and the very junior wire-
less officer who had no home to go to and no friends 
to visit. That was not all. Partly through inexperience 
and partly through stupidity I had not collected any 
wages in advance from the Purser and had nothing in 
reserve. From that Saturday morning until lunch time 
Monday I did not eat. In retrospect it is difficult to 
imagine a lad of 17 years of age who would spend two 
days without food and be so foolish as not to tell his 
worries to the old watchman. Of course there was then 
rather strict rationing of food but, if one had mon-
ey, it was always possible to buy food of some kind; 
money however was a problem. My pay amounted to 
thirty shillings per week and as we had been 8 weeks 
en route from Sydney my available balance was £12, 
which had to keep me in food and accommodation, 
with a little left over for sight seeing during the month 
we spent tied up at Tilbury.

The third class train fare to London and return was 
5/4d. Somehow I managed a couple of trips to Lon-
don each week and there walked many miles seeing, 
I believe, many parts of London quite unfamiliar to 
many who have lived there throughout their lives. I 
saw Buckingham Palace; I saw Green Park and paid 
a penny to sit on a chair and watch the birds, and the 
people going by; I saw in various uniforms soldiers, 
sailors and one or two airmen; I saw Canadians, Aus-
tralians, New Zealanders, Scotsmen and Englishmen. 

I saw St Paul’s Cathedral and joined one evening in 
Evensong. I saw the Embankment; I walked across 
the Tower Bridge and I saw Westminster Abbey. I saw 
only from the outside the Museum, which was closed 
and sand-bagged against danger from bombs. Once 
I travelled by train to an Australian Army Camp at 
Salisbury Plains and found an old Australian friend; 
we had a meal of eggs and ham at a little farmhouse 
near by. After each of these expeditions I would wea-
rily return aboard Wiltshire at Tilbury and crawl into 
my bunk sometimes without a late meal. Excepting 
one night when I slept in a back-alley rooming house 
suggested to me by a London policeman, I always slept 
in the ship. Nobody was supposed to be aboard the 
ship excepting duty personnel and cargo handlers, yet 
nobody ever queried my movement on or off the ship. 
I did, of course as everyone else did, produce my pass 
at the dock gates.

Finally the ship was unloaded and we were ready to re-
turn once more to Australia. The second wireless man 
never re-joined the ship after his illness with the result 
that, during the voyage back to Australia, the senior 
man and I kept 6-hours watches, but in this there was 
some compensation for me; I was paid an additional 
10/- per week and rated as second operator.

The ship was travelling in ballast and with but a dozen 
or so wounded Australians as passengers. In the Bay 
of Biscay we ran into bad weather. One of the lifeboats 
broke adrift and the watch on deck was sent to secure 

The wireless room on the Wiltshire, 1917.



Frederick William Stevens MBE

17

the boat. During one particularly violent lurch of the 
ship three of the crew went over the side. Two men 
were very fortunate in that, as they fell into the water, 
a wave washed them back onto the main deck, shaken 
but alive. The third unfortunate man was never seen 
again.

The voyage continued without undue incident until, 
one day, the Captain called to me in the wireless office: 
“Stevens, start up your transmitter and stand-by; if you 
hear shooting, immediately send an SOS.” For over 
three hours I was held in suspense; I dare not leave my 
post; excepting that there was obviously something 
unusual afoot on the Bridge I had no idea what the 
“shooting” might be. Finally the Captain came again to 
the wireless office and told me that, as far as could be 
judged, we were being followed by a Raider but that we 
were making slightly better speed than the other vessel 
and seemed to be pulling away. Whether that was in 
fact a Raider of the deep we were never sure; several 
hours later the other vessel turned away and left us 
alone on the wide expanse of the Atlantic Ocean. The 
general feeling in our ship was that we had, in fact, 
drawn away from a raider with but small guns and 
with insufficient speed to overhaul us.

Once again we called at Cape Town for coal and water 
and then headed along a great circle track, which took 
us well to the south into the cold and the long swell of 
the Southern Ocean, en route for Albany in Western 
Australia. As we approached Cape Leeuwin but not yet 
having sighted land an off-shore breeze brought to us 
the smell of the bush. At Albany we again coaled and 
took on fresh water. As much as I should have wished 
to go ashore on to Australian soil, there was no shore 
leave, and in any event, we were soon again at sea 
heading for Adelaide and then Melbourne.

We entered Port Phillip Bay soon after I handed over 
my watch at 2 am one morning. I should have turned 
in. I found I had no interest in sleep but rather did I 
enjoy the run up the Bay and the anticipation of seeing 
again the home folk who were there to greet me when 
we tied up.

I was given a week[’s] leave which I spent at home, 
but this soon passed and I was soon on a train Syd-
ney-bound to re-join my ship, which I found in dry 
dock. A whole week passed before the ship was floated 
out of the dry dock; a whole week that I could have 
enjoyed in Melbourne but which I, with the remainder 
of the crew, had to spend in uncomfortable conditions 
that always surround a ship in dry dock.

From Sydney we went north to Townsville to load 
frozen meat, then to Brisbane for more meat and some 

general cargo and finally back to Sydney to pick up 
a few Doctors, a handful of hospital orderlies and 56 
Nursing Sisters for transportation to Egypt.

On this occasion we coaled and took on fresh water at 
Fremantle, the port for Perth, the capital of Western 
Australia. It was a hot, gusty wind that greeted us at 
Fremantle but what did a hot and gusty wind mean 
when shore leave was granted? Several of us, includ-
ing some Army personnel and three Nursing Sisters 
(myself being the boy of the party), travelled to Perth 
by train, saw the city sights and spent several very 
pleasant hours in the Botanical Gardens. But the time 
was all too short and soon we were at sea again bound 
for Colombo.

It was at Colombo, where leave was not granted, that 
our captain said to me just after we had dropped 
anchor: “Stevens, I’ll pay you an extra pound per week 
if you will be Assistant Purser. I’m now going ashore 
to the Office; come with me.” When we reached the 
Office the “Old Man” took from me the brief case 
I had carried for him, handed to me an imposing 
“Pass” that would clear me through the dock police 
and said, “Now clear out and meet me at the ferry 
at 2 o’clock sharp,” and as an apparent afterthought, 
“Here is a pound note for expenses.” I hired myself a 
Gharry pulled by a native of Colombo and visited the 
Cinnamon Gardens where I collected as a souvenir a 
twig from a cinnamon tree which twig, after some 45 
years, I still have. In due course I met the “Old Man” as 
directed and was told to hold the Pass until he asked 
for its return, which he never did. That Pass ensured 
my clearance ashore or aboard again, whatever were 
the shore leave arrangements for the remainder of the 
ship’s company, during the remainder of my service in 
Wiltshire.

Coal at Colombo was brought aboard the ship from 
lighters, in small baskets, carried on the heads of many 
natives. From a distance the stream of natives, up one 
single plank and down another, gave a distinct appear-
ance of an ant’s nest. Day and night coaling proceeded; 
but all too soon, once more, we were at sea, now head-
ing for the Red Sea and the Suez Canal.

I had been led to believe that the Red Sea was always 
dangerously hot. Certainly one would not have said 
that the weather was cool; on the other hand, however, 
wearing tropical kit as we did, there was some pleasure 
to gained from the bright sunshine. Working as the 
two wireless officers were, 6 hours on and 6 hours off, 
one was usually sufficiently tired to sleep through at 
least one full watch below.

We spent very little time at Suez. There was time, 
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however, for mail to be collected from the Office and 
to post mail written during the voyage. At Suez I re-
ceived a letter written by my family in Melbourne and 
which had been following our ship for months; there 
was barely a clear space on either side of the envelope, 
which had been re-addressed nine times.

At Suez there was fitted over the bows of the ship a 
searchlight that would be used at night as we travelled 
along the Suez Canal. Twice we stopped to allow a 
southbound steamer to pass us; twice we passed an 
Australian Army camp close to the eastern bank of the 
Canal, and on these occasions there was much shout-
ing and cheering, particularly when our fifty or more 
Nursing Sisters lined the ship’s rail and waved to the 
“boys” ashore.

The ship was soon cleared of Army personnel when 
we arrived at Port Said. No doubt some of the Army 
“boys” found their ways to forward lines; no doubt 
some of the Sisters found their way to the privations 
and hardships of field hospitals. Perhaps some were 
lucky and were sent to Convalescent Camps. As ships 
that pass in the night so did we – we of the RAN and 
they of the Army – meet, greet, and pass from each the 
other’s ken for all time.

We remained at anchor in Port Said [for] a month. 
Each two or three days a small steamer came alongside 
and loaded frozen meat for transportation to Army 
establishments elsewhere. Reasonable shore leave was 
granted but, as on other occasions, money was in short 
supply. Two or three of us, which in retrospect I now 
see with horror, swam in the harbour. Sometimes we 
swam to other ships at anchor nearby and exchanged 
“yarns” with equally bored and inactive crew mem-
bers; some times we visited the city of Port Said and 
bought souvenirs and took the thick gravy-like coffee 
that was offered on street cafes; sometimes we strolled 
on the hot sands of Egypt and longed for the day when 
we would, once again, be at sea and reasonably occu-
pied. This day finally came and with it several train 
loads of Australian soldiers for return to their home-

land on leave. We were again in ballast, which consist-
ed of several hundreds of tons of Egypt’s sand which 
had been lightered out to the ship and poured into our 
holds.

The run back through the Suez Canal was marred 
by a severe sand storm that lasted for several hours. 
Everything in the ship was coated with sand; it was in 
our beds, in our wireless gear and in our food but we 
were homeward bound.

As we passed Hell’s Gate one evening after sunset and 
near Aden we saw an Australian hospital ship fully 
lighted and with the usual illuminated green band 
around the hull and red crosses on her sides. We were 
running in complete darkness, which accentuated the 
bright lights of the hospital ship. We were told that the 
ship had stopped for a burial at sea.

During the run across from Aden to Colombo where 
we again coaled I was, as usual, one morning about 
2:15 am having tea and biscuits in the starboard cab 
of the Bridge with the 2nd Mate and with long leads 
on my headphones. The night was dark and overcast 
but the sea was smooth and there was little wind. The 
2nd Mate and I, despite our differences in ages (I at 
this time being about l8 years and he about 50) had 
become talking partners. He told me of marine naviga-
tion and of his earlier life in sailing ships while I, with 
limited knowledge of the subject, told him something 
of life in Australia, which I discovered he liked very 
much and which he compared favourably with his 
native Wales. Suddenly the 2nd Mate, in the flash of an 
eye, dashed to the engine room telegraph and ordered 
the starboard engine from full ahead to full astern and 
at the same time ordered the helm hard over. For a 
moment I was completely oblivious to the reason for 
the commotion but I was not long left in doubt. As I 
glanced seaward I saw a black object slightly blacker 
than the night but with a patch of white at one end. 
Another ship, also travelling without lights, slid past 
us with but inches to spare. No other ship should have 
been within miles of that position and travelling on 
an opposing track to ours; opposite moving sea traffic 
were required to follow pre-determined and well-sep-
arated tracks. It was concluded, without evidence 
other than that which I have mentioned, that we 
luckily escaped collision with an enemy raider. Within 
seconds the two ships had met, but without greeting, 
and passed on into the night. Of course the “Old Man” 
was advised immediately of the occurrence and soon 
appeared on the Bridge but all danger was now passed. 
That 2nd Mate certainly was keeping a strict lookout 
during that early morning watch. Credit would also be 
due to the Quartermaster, who immediately answered 
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the helm order, and the Engineer below, who so 
promptly answered his orders from the Bridge.

After short stops at Colombo, Fremantle (Perth) and 
Outer Harbour (Adelaide), we arrived back at Mel-
bourne where I was instructed to report immediately 
to the responsible authority ashore. Fearing the worst 
and wondering very much why I was being summoned 
before the “big brass” I quickly greeted my mother 
and sister, who were at the wharf, and made my way to 
town. Very much to my surprise I was told that I had 
certain special qualifications that were being wasted 
at sea and could be put to better use ashore; would I 
agree to signing off the ship immediately. Although I 
could not lightly turn down an opportunity to trans-
fer to a shore job, I was quite happy at sea and in any 
event I had been treated very well by the Captain of 
Wiltshire and felt I should give him an opportunity to 
advise me. Captain Heyward advised me to take the 
offered shore appointment but declined to clear me 
until the ship arrived in Sydney, and this was agreed. 
At this time my father was in charge of the lighthouse 
at Wilsons Promontory, the southernmost tip of Aus-
tralia. My father and I both were well experienced in 
semaphore signalling and, by agreement with Captain 
Heyward, I “yarned” to my father for almost two hours 
as we approached, passed, and travelled away from the 
Promontory. I did not have an opportunity to again 
see my mother before we left Melbourne for Sydney; 
therefore my father, isolated as he was at the remote 
lighthouse, knew of my impending shore appointment 
ahead of the remainder of my family.

There was some misgivings in my mind that I was to 
leave the sea which life I had always craved for and 
which at one time I thought I might adopt on a perma-
nent basis. Some of the other ship’s officers were very 
outspoken in their beliefs that this was an opportu-
nity that should not be missed at any cost; some were 
openly envious that I, still a youth, should be given 
such an opportunity.

Soon after passing Cliffy Island 20 miles on the Sydney 
side of Wilsons Promontory we ran into fog. During 
my time at sea we had experienced heat and cold, rain, 

sleet and, in the English Channel, snow; fine weather 
and foul; green seas over the bow, and glassy surfaces; 
gales and calms; but not until now on the last leg of 
my time at sea did I experience fog. We slowed down 
with the fog siren blaring at close intervals and “felt” 
our way along, past Cape Everard and onward towards 
Gabo Island. Giving Gabo a wide berth the ship was 
turned northward towards Sydney but it was not until 
this time, some 20 hours later, that we ran out of the 
“pea souper” and into a starlit early morning.

As we approached Sydney Heads I packed my gear in 
readiness to sign off the ship and, in the language of 
the sailor, “swallow the anchor”. My real regret at leav-
ing the ship and the shipmates with whom I had gone 
through a few rather trying times was made worse by 
the kindly words spoken to me by the “Old Man” and 
by the written and unsolicited testimonial signed per-
sonally by himself that he gave to me. I looked back as 
a motor boat took me ashore from No. 1 buoy where 
I had first sighted the old Wiltshire a couple of years 
earlier and wondered if I should see the ship again. I 
never did see her again but as will be seen later, and 
by a strange coincidence, I did communicate with the 
ship by radio.

HMAT A18 saw out what was left of the 1914–1918 
war, carrying troops to war, carrying walking casual-
ties back to Australia and carrying foodstuffs overseas 
to distant countries. Subsequent to the cessation of 
hostilities, HMAT A18 became again the TSS Wilt-
shire. She did not, however, have long to live. She ran 
ashore on Great Barrier Island outside New Zealand’s 
Auckland Harbour and became a total wreck, with 
Captain Hayward still in command and a few of the 
crew that I knew still in her. The total crew and one 
stowaway, after suffering considerable privations and 
after seeing the after-portion of the ship break away 
and sink into deep water, were eventually taken ashore 
by means of the breeches buoy type of lifesaving 
equipment.

Finally the fore-part of the ship was washed away and 
nothing but memories were left of the Wiltshire or of 
A18. RIP.
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[This memoir was written in about 1965. The “organ-
isation” Fred refers to is the Royal Automobile Club of 
Victoria (RACV), which he joined after his retirement 
from DCA in 1963. The event related here probably 
took place in early 1918. Fred’s father, George, had 
retired in 1923 but relieved lighthouse keepers as need-
ed until 1943 (he died in 1944). Records of George’s 
employment ceased in 1915, when control of Victorian 
lighthouses passed to the Commonwealth, and relief 
assignments were not recorded anyway. Fred married 
Cecily in 1923 and would not have abandoned her for a 
holiday with his parents, especially as their first son, Rich-
ard (Dick) was born in 1924, and in 1925 they moved to 
Brisbane. So it likely that this story dates to early 1918.]

I was relieving at the counter. Normally my work 
involved research for the touring organisation [RACV] 
that employed me. The Christmas vacation was 
approaching and I, with several others from various 
branches of the organisation, had been detailed to 
assist those who were planning holiday tours. Some 
wanted advice on camping areas; some wanted ac-
commodation bookings, while some wanted advice on 
“where to go for a quiet rest”.

At this time the weather was hot and humid. It 
was one of those unusual days in Melbourne when 
the weather resembled that found along the north 
Queensland coast in summer before the cooling rains 
fall. The counter was busy. Each lift that arrived at our 
floor disgorged more enquiring tourists in the making. 
As each visitor was attended to, whatever he asked for, 
there came to mind one query – “where to go for a 
quiet rest”.

Long years ago my father, and indeed his father before 
him, had been a lighthouse keeper. Between them 
they had served at most lighthouses on the Victorian 
coast – Cape Nelson, Cape Otway, Wilsons Promon-
tory, Cliffy Island, and others. My brother, my sister 
and myself had also lived at these isolated settlements 
and grew to the age when it was necessary to go out 
into the world and find a job. There was a war on at the 
time and the Royal Australian Navy seemed to me to 
be allied with lighthouses and therefore attractive as a 
means of earning my living. Patriotism did not enter 
my head; all that I wanted to do was to “keep the wolf 
from the door”. In due course the War ended and at 
that stage “somewhere to go for a quiet rest” was what 
I needed.

At the Wilsons Promontory lighthouse it was, and still 
is, the practice to send from Melbourne once each 
three months the lighthouse steamer with heavy stores 

1918, A Quiet Rest
and, when necessary, a change of personnel. It was the 
steamer Lady Loch that provided this service then. Be-
tween visits of the Loch, as she was familiarly known, a 
weekly supply of fresh meat, a pound or two of butter, 
a bag of mail and newspapers were brought from Mel-
bourne by one of the small steamers – the Wyrallah, 
the Queenscliffe or perhaps the Despatch that traded to 
the Gippsland Lakes. On mail day a special look-out 
was kept for the steamer. As soon as she poked her 
nose through “Little Bourke Street” to the westward 
two or three miles distant, [from] the first person to 
sight her, be it man or boy, a great shout would go up: 
“Wywup!”, which was a contraction of Wyrallah and 
meant the particular supply ship of the day. “Wywup” 
was the signal to drop everything and for the boat’s 
crew to hasten to the landing, lower the boat, proceed 
alongside the steamer and bring back the “goodies”, 
which sometimes included a packet of lollies for the 
children. Sometimes a couple of crayfish would be 
handed to the captain for his supper.

Nineteen miles to the eastward of Wilsons Promon-
tory is Cliffy Island. Usually, if the weather vas fa-
vourable, “Wywup” would call there too. Sometimes, 
however, the weather was far from favourable and in 
these circumstances supplies would be carried on to 
the Gippsland Lakes and, if possible, landed when the 
steamer was returning towards Melbourne several days 
later. Sometimes the “fresh” meat was, of necessity, 
thrown overboard, but the mail was carried back and 
forth until it could finally be delivered.

At the time I decided to go somewhere “for a quiet 
rest”, my family was stationed at Cliffy Island.

One morning I joined the old Queenscliffe at her berth 
far up the Yarra River and before the Spencer Street 
Bridge forced all seagoing vessels to berth lower down 
the river. The Queenscliffe was a sturdy little steamer 
of about 300 tons burden. She was essentially a car-
go-carrier but was equipped with two bunks which 
were available for passengers. These bunks were on 
either side of the officers’ dining saloon and ran fore 
and aft adjacent to the dining table. One slept on the 
bunks at night and sat upon them at mealtimes.

We slid slowly down the Yarra River and headed via 
the west channel towards the Heads. There was quite a 
“chop” on in the Rip, so the captain decided to anchor 
off Sorrento for a few hours until the ebb tide slack-
ened and a safe passage through the Rip could be ac-
complished. I was enjoying my sleep on the following 
morning when the cook-steward roused me out as he 
wanted to set the table for breakfast. We were off Cape 
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Schanck at this time and rolling in a steady swell from 
the south. Soon after lunch we tied up for an hour or 
two at Waratah Bay to discharge stores for the lime-
kiln workers that were employed there then.

As daylight faded that evening and night crept across 
the sky, steady rain began to fall. There was no protec-
tion on the deck of the old Queenscliffe. I, the one and 
only passenger, had no alternative to climbing down 
the almost vertical ladder to the “dining saloon” and, 
under the fitful light of a smoking oil lamp, wait for 
the arrival at Wilsons Promontory. Soon we cleared 
“Little Bourke Street” and I could imagine the call 
“Wywup!” going up at the lighthouse and the running 
feet as the boat’s crew hastened to the landing. Soon 
the mailbag and a parcel of stores had been lowered 
into the lighthouse boat and we were on our way again 
towards Cliffy Island.

During my earlier years, and while I was at sea myself, 
I had become quite familiar with the Morse lamp and 
other means of signalling between ship and shore. As 
we approached Cliffy Island in darkness and rain I 
noticed a Morse lamp in operation near the lighthouse 
and attempted to read the signals. However, the rain 
and the motion of the little steamer made this quite 
difficult, so much so that I misread an important word. 
The message I received was “Hope Fred will get better.” 
Reference to “getting better” intrigued me as I had 
been quite well and was thoroughly enjoying the sea 
voyage. The message I was supposed to receive was 
“Hope Fred will get butter.” There had been no delivery 

of stores at Cliffy Island during several weeks and all 
butter on the island had been exhausted. Bread, which 
was home-made, and dripping, together with local 
fish, was the staple diet.

Naturally my folk were glad to see me, butter-less as I 
was, and I to see them. There was much to talk about 
and the necessary fish to be caught. I had I gone to 
Cliffy Island hoping to remain there for three weeks 
but this was not to be. On the tenth day there were 
obvious indications of bad weather developing and 
indeed already there was a long swell running in from 
the south while a westerly wind was quickly building 
up a choppy sea. Once the weather turns “sour” at 
Cliffy Island, any chance of landing on the island or 
leaving it is extremely remote. It so happened that on 
that day the Wyrallah, en route from Melbourne to 
Bairnsdale, was due to pass Cliffy Island and, it was 
hoped, unload much needed stores. As I had a Job to 
go to in Melbourne it was decided that, if a boat could 
put off from the Island when the Wyrallah arrived, 
I should join her rather than risk an enforced wait 
and perhaps jeopardise my job. With some sadness at 
leaving “home” again so soon, and with some difficulty 
in getting the boat away, I said farewell and climbed 
aboard the Wyrallah.

By comparison with the Queenscliffe, Wyrallah was an 
oceangoing liner. She was of about 500 tons burden, 
had four 2-berth cabins and a small but real dining 
saloon.
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My return by train to Melbourne, after the long voyag-
es at sea, seemed dull by comparison. The home folk 
were glad to see me and I was glad to see them and to 
meet again relatives and friends that I had not seen for 
many months. I could not, however, shake off a feeling 
that I had deserted a good team, a happy ship, and a 
job of work that I seemed fitted to do. If, however, the 
authorities believed that there was something else that 
I could do better perhaps it was not for me to judge.

Soon after retuning to Melbourne I reported to the 
Office and was advised that, had I not been delayed 
through the trip to Sydney, I was to have been draft-
ed to a coastal radio station at Esperance in Western 
Australia. However, as I was too late for that draft I 
was now, as soon as transportation could be arranged, 
to proceed to a similar station at Samarai in Papua. In 
the meantime I was to take up temporary duty at the 
Melbourne Coastal Radio Station after working off two 
weeks’ leave that was due to me.

During my first watch at Melbourne I “stood by” for 
familiarisation with the local equipment and shore 
procedures. On the second day of shore duty I was 
pronounced fit to take a solo watch, which I com-
menced at 5 pm and would continue until relieved at 
11 pm. Although there was not strict wireless silence 
on the Australian coast at that stage of the war, mes-
sages to and from ships at sea were nevertheless kept 
to a minimum consistent with essential requirements. 
Certain routine messages, in code, were transmitted at 
pre-arranged times and usually addressed to the col-
lective call sign ABMV, which represented “All British 
Merchant Vessels”. These messages would be received 
by ships at sea but not acknowledged. Other routine 
transmissions included time signals, which were used 
for precision checking of ships’ chronometers for navi-
gational purposes.

All was quiet. I was eating a meal of sandwiches and 
drinking thermos tea but still keeping a good watch as 
but recently required at sea. Somewhat relaxed I was 
thinking of ships at sea and in particular of Wiltshire. 
Suddenly there was a call; I was receiving my first call 
from a ship at sea in my position of a Coastal Radio 
Station operator. I had no need to lock in the large list 
of confidential call signs to identify the ship that was 
calling me; of many strange things that could happen, 
this first call from a ship at sea to me in my new shore 
position, surely the strangest of all would be that the 
ship was Wiltshire. It was truly Wiltshire then en route 
from Sydney to parts unknown (to me) but which I 
reasonably assumed, and later confirmed, was to Lon-

1918–1921, Samarai Island, New Guinea
don and to home for many of the crew members that I 
knew.

Six weeks went by. There was no further advice regard-
ing my move to Samarai; apparently I had been forgot-
ten, but this was not so. There had been, unknown to 
me, some difficulty in obtaining a passage for me on 
the small steamers that made 3-weekly visits to Papua. 
In due course I was advised to be ready to depart two 
days hence, which meant hurried packing and good-
bye visits to friends and relations. I could expect to be 
absent for three years or more.

I found the Morinda, the steamer in which I was to 
travel to Papua, without difficulty in Sydney; she was 
tied up near Pyrmont Bridge and was already fully 
loaded with merchandise for delivery to Papua and 
New Guinea ports. In stalls, on deck, were a dozen 
cows which would be put over the side at Gilli Gilli in 
Milne Bay and swum ashore. Passengers had already 
begun to settle in on the ship when I arrived alongside.

Morinda was not a large steamer. Indeed, a large 
steamer could not operate at some of the ports in 
Papua New Guinea. At Woodland Island, for example, 
there was barely sufficient clearance for the Morinda, 
once she had entered the port, to be warped around 
with her head to sea again. Passenger accommoda-
tion was mostly flush with the main deck adjoining 
the dining saloon. It could almost be said that one 
could step out of bed alongside the dining table. At the 
forward end of the dining saloon three or four port-
holes opened on to the main deck where the cattle was 
quartered. There was a small lounge on the next deck 
above the saloon and a tiny library. These, and the 
rather cramped boat deck, did not cater particularly 
well for the passengers who would spend most of the 
next fortnight in the ship.

We pulled out about noon, threaded our way through 
the various Sydney Harbour ferries, and were soon 
on course for Brisbane, our first port of call. After my 
experiences in Wiltshire, Morinda was a small ship 
indeed as I found when we ran into a rough patch of 
weather that evening. Soon passengers were seasick. I, 
on the other hand, thoroughly enjoyed the ship’s tum-
bling about. As perhaps might be anticipated I paid a 
visit to the wireless office and made the acquaintance 
of the sole wireless officer.

At Brisbane we tied up at the Pinkenba wharf, where 
we took on a few Queensland passengers, their bag-
gage, and a small quantity of cargo. As we would be at 
Brisbane but a few hours there was not sufficient time 
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to visit the city but rather did some of us take a stroll 
ashore. I visited the Brisbane Coastal Radio Station, 
which then was located quite close to the wharf.

From Brisbane we headed north for Cairns, inside the 
Great Barrier Reef, as I had done as far as Townsville 
in Wiltshire a year earlier. Although the war was still 
proceeding in Europe and although there were men in 
uniform, ready to go to, or having returned from the 
seat of war, there was little evidence in Morinda that 
a war was still being fought. There was no black-out 
in the ship as she proceeded up the Queensland coast, 
and this in itself was relaxing after long periods of 
travelling in black-outs in the war zones.

As we came abeam of Sandy Cape at the northern 
extremity of Fraser Island, a steamer to the eastward 
flying distress signals was sighted from the Bridge. 
Morinda was headed towards the distress call vessel, 
which we soon found was a Japanese cargo steamer. 
The officers of our ship tried to communicate with the 
Ujana Maru, as the Japanese vessel proved to be, but 
couldn’t make themselves understood.

The Second Officer with a boat’s crew went over to 
Ujana Maru and discovered that, although she could 
steam, her rudder post had collapsed, as a result of 
which she could not be steered. She did not carry 
wireless and had, therefore, been wallowing about in 
the sea for several days before we sighted her. After 
quite considerable difficulty a line was secured be-
tween the two ships, our ship astern of the other to act 
as “rudder”, we headed for the quieter waters inside 
Sandy Cape, and awaited arrival of a tug from Brisbane 
that we had summoned by wireless. The towline parted 
several times before we had the ship in safe waters, 
which occupied the most of two days and a night. I 
volunteered to assist with either the visual signalling 
or wireless watch keeping and my voluntary aid was 
accepted. In due course, when salvage of the Japanese 
steamer was recognised and the Captain, Officers and 
crew of Morinda each shared proportionately to their 
status in payments, I was but a passenger and received 
nothing for my labours.

Having handed over the Ujana Maru to the tug that 
duly arrived, we headed again northward, now two 
days behind schedule. At Cairns we picked up still a 
few more passengers although, at this stage, all sleep-
ing accommodation was occupied. The newcomers 
were given settees in the dining saloon upon which to 
sleep and curtained areas for dressing.

I was perhaps not as impressed with the tropical scen-
ery of Cairns as I might have been if, recently, I had 
not seen the Cinnamon Gardens of Colombo and the 

Postcard from Fred to his father, 1918, showing the Samarai telegraph station.

Fred as the wireless operator, Samarai, 1918.
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Fred going up the radio mast, Samarai, 1918. He had no fear of heights. At the swimming baths in Samarai Harbour, 1918.

Samarai Harbour, 1918. The swimming baths, Samarai Harbour, 1918.



Frederick William Stevens MBE

27

jungle of Sierra Leone. Cairns was hot and humid and 
very different from what I saw and experienced there 
three years later when I was returning south from 
Samarai.

The run across the Coral Sea, flat calm and sparkling 
in the tropical moonlight by night and sunlight by day, 
was quite uneventful. As there was little space for the 
usual shipboard deck games, too much time was spent 
in eating and sleeping; we soon became very lazy. A 
very spic and span Customs boat crew and an even 
more spic and span and white uniformed Customs Of-
ficer came aboard at Port Moresby; there was also the 
usual Port Doctor to ensure that we were not bringing 
into Papua smallpox or other such dreaded complaints 
from Australia. Port Moresby, the administrative capi-
tal of Papua, was already a busy little town where most 
men left manual labour to natives and where most 
wives left the housework, the laundry and the care of 
their small children to “house boys”, “laundry boys” 
and others with similar distinguishing designations. 
Ten shillings, a bag of rice, a tin or two of preserved 
meat (known by the natives as bulla-ma-cow) and a 
stick of “native” tobacco was then considered to be 
reasonable monthly payment for each boy.

From Port Moresby we skirted the south coast of Pap-
ua and arrived at Samarai one early morning. Samarai 
was really a trading post for plantations on the main-
land and outlying islands. Each three weeks, when the 
steamer from the south was due to arrive with mail, 
fresh butter and meat, general cargo and passengers, 
sailing vessels from plantations – Gilli Gilli, Sudea, 
Doini etc. – and from Mission Stations at Dobodura, 
Quato and others, would converge on Samarai, spend 
a day or two there unloading copra for shipment south 
and loading provisions and depart again until next a 
steamer was expected.

Samarai is quite a small island; within about fifteen 
minutes it is possible to walk completely around the 
track that circles the island. The resident population 
rested at about 70 all told, but at steamer time and for 
a day or two around that event the floating population 
could grow to a figure around 500. There were three 
hotels which were depended upon by many of the 
residents for regular accommodation, three European 
general stores, a bank, a Post Office, a 6-bed hospital 
and something of the order of 50 houses. There were 
native thatched houses and a native jail, a tennis court 
and a rather inadequately prepared but reasonably safe 
swimming pool. The means of communication with 
the outside world was wireless telegraphy, and it was 
for the purpose of operating the Wireless Station that I 
had been sent to Samarai.

Associated with the Wireless Station was a small 
self-contained flat – a small kitchen fitted with a 
wood-burning stove and a “sink”, wooden table, a 
small dresser, and a small bed-sitting room fitted in 
shipboard fashion with a “bunk”. Later during my 
sojourn at Samarai I moved into the flat and remained 
there, preparing my meals and caring for myself with-
out the aid of the traditional “cook boy” and “house 
boy” and “laundry boy”.

Immediately upon my arrival ashore at Samarai I re-
ported to the Officer in Charge of the Wireless Station, 
who was then the only member of the staff, and sought 
advice as to when he expected me to report for duty. 
The reply to my question was quite definite: “No time 
like the present” was his immediate response. I was 
soon shown how to start the petrol engine that drove 
the electrical generating equipment and soon intro-
duced to the routine of the job and almost immedi-
ately left alone in some bewilderment. In Wiltshire I 
had already experienced a boss that was very retiring 
by nature but by comparison my new boss could be 
likened unto a Tibetan monk. Sometimes three weeks 
could pass without the exchange of a spoken word 
between myself and this new boss. Occasionally this 
tense state of affairs would be broken when the boss 
would open a conversation, talk for an hour or more 
then, suddenly and without warning, say, “Goodnight,” 
and go again into seclusion. Finally this boss devel-
oped serious eye troubles and was evacuated to Sydney 
for specialist treatment, leaving me as my own boss 
and the sole wireless operator on the island until relief 
was provided some months later.

I developed a friendship with a storekeeper who 
owned a sailing lugger, and in this little ship, the Dove, 
we occasionally visited Milne Bay during Saturday 
afternoon and returned home Sunday evening. These 
were extremely pleasant and relaxing short sea voy-
ages and during which it was often possible to obtain 
a supply of native vegetables – sweet potatoes, taros, 
yams and the like.

As all residents on the island could normally obtain 
fresh food only when the 3-weekly steamer from 
Sydney arrived, I started a small fowl run and soon 
was able to supply my kitchen and the kitchen of some 
special friends with fresh eggs and poultry. This was 
an interesting and useful hobby. It was particularly 
interesting as I watched my chickens, so to speak, from 
the cradle to the grave; I hatched the chickens, tended 
them, and finally turned some of them into Sunday 
dinners and, at the same time, added to my popularity 
with the friends. I played a little tennis, I swam, and I 
was able to take some interest in local affairs. During 
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one period of my life at Samarai, while the hospital 
nursing staff was almost non-existent and when a cou-
ple of urgent surgical cases were being handled by the 
local Medical Officer, I was dressed in mask and gown 
and introduced to the mysteries of a hospital operating 
theatre. I found these experiences most interesting and 
somewhat rewarding as, in each incident with which 
I was associated, there was complete recovery on the 
part of the patients; I soon recovered too!

During my first year at Samarai I was unhappy and 
discontented with my isolated lot but, as I was still 
under RAN discipline (be that discipline as it was in 
my own hands), I could not but suffer and look for 
the day when I should be relieved. I was there when 
the 1914–1918 war armistice was signed and I was on 
watch when advice of this development came to hand. 
As had been previously arranged I, upon receiving this 
advice, immediately went to the local church and wild-
ly rang the church bell and sparked off a day of great 
rejoicing on the island.

During my second year on the island, having now 
collected a number of friends and become more inter-
ested in local affairs, I settled down and slowly became 
a local inhabitant and a piece of the local furniture. 
The three years I spent at Samarai finally came to an 
end and when the day came to again join the Morinda 
and steam south, it was with considerable regret that I 
packed my bags, gave my chickens to a friend and said 
my farewells, but promising to return someday, 

En route to Sydney, as was usual, the ship called at 
Cairns once again. On this occasion the weather was 
dull and unseasonal rain was falling. As we were to 
spend a full day at Cairns, arrangements were made to 
charter a special train for a visit to the Barron Falls. Up 
and still further up the hills behind Cairns the train 

Dear Dad. There’s a very unexpected mail going out in about 
20 minutes by the H.M.S. “Suva” with Jellicoe aboard. She is 
dropping and picking up a mail which we did not know about 
till just now. Excuse brevity & haste but this is just to let you 
know I’m good oh & hope you are the same. I’m sending this 
to the Prom [Wilsons Promontory] but if you have left it will 
be forwarded I suppose.

All is excitement here with prospect of a mail after 8 weeks 
without. Peace news & excitement is good too. Tell you all 
about it later. Best of good wishes

Contents of postcard to Fred’s father, 1918. Note reference to Admiral Lord Jellicoe.

Letter to the editor of the Melbourne Argus, 17 December 1919.

A “native house”, not to be confused with a “native’s house”, 1919. “Natives working cargo”, Port Moresby, 1918.
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crawled, over many short bridges and through many 
short tunnels until we reached the falls. Some of us 
left the train there and explored while the train and 
the remainder of the passengers went on to Kuran-
da. This was prior to the hydroelectric harnessing 
of the Barron River and when the falls, after heavy 
rain, could be seen at their best. We spent a damp but 
pleasant day on the hills behind Cairns, returning to 
the ship in time for dinner and departure soon there-
after for Brisbane and Sydney with, finally, a passage 
in the old Bombala from Sydney to Melbourne and 
to home again. Soon after my return to Melbourne, 
the Coastal Radio Service was transferred from RAN 
control to private enterprise, and at this juncture I was 
discharged from the Navy and once again wore civilian 
clothes which, after some five years in uniform, I had 
to purchase. I returned to the Melbourne Coastal 

Minutes of a meeting of the Samarai Chamber of Commerce, Papuan Courier, 3 September 
1919.

Fred in his Naval uniform at the Samarai telegraph station, 1919.
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Radio Station and took up where I had left off 5 years 
previously. I did, however, liquidate 94 days’ leave that 
had accrued during my Samarai service.

Postcard from Fred to this mother, Samarai, December 1919.

Samarai town from the top of the radio mast, December 1918. All of this was razed in 1942 by order of Australian command for fear it would fall into Japanese hands.

The winners of the native canoe race, Samarai Harbour, New Year’s Day 1919.

Start of the whaleboat race, Samarai Harbourt, New Year’s Day 1919.
Announcement in Table Talk magazine 8 April 1921 of Fred’s engagement to Cecily. Fred 
didn’t record how they met.
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It was at about this time that a meteorological observ-
ing station was established at Willis Island, some 500 
miles east of Cairns. The station was manned in the 
first instance by a senior officer of the Department of 
Navigation and two wireless operators. A couple of 
wooden huts were established, wireless masts [were] 
erected and associated equipment [was] installed. The 
party of three men was then left alone, with provisions, 
for six months. During the following winter a caretak-
er and one wireless operator manned the station. Vol-
unteers were then called for to man the station during 
the next cyclone season – October to March – as no 
cyclone had been experienced there in the meantime 

and further tests of living conditions through a cyclone 
was necessary. I responded to the advertisement and 
was one of the crew of three finally chosen. We trav-
elled by coastal passenger steamer from Melbourne 
via Sydney, Brisbane and Townsville, once again, to 
Cairns. At Cairns our small party and 42 cases of pro-
visions were transferred to a small chartered steamer, 
the Bopple, and began the trip to Willis Island.

The island known as Willis is really one of three very 
small islands forming the Willis Group; it is about 450 
yards long, about 150 yards wide and of egg shape, 

Willis Island, 1922. One of Fred’s colleagues and the pet dog with a leatherback turtle.

Brisbane Daily Mail 18 October 1922.

Brisbane Telegraph 18 October 1922
CYCLONE WARNINGS. WILLIS ISLAND STATION. The Commonwealth wireless station estab-
lished last summer on Willis Island by Captain Davis and a party of experts for the purpose 
of sending early advices of the approach of cyclones and for other meteorological observation 
is to be carried on again this season. Mr. Kempling, of Cooktown, is to be in charge, and he 
will have the co-operation of Messrs. J. Hogan and F. W. Stevens, both of Melbourne. The two 
Iatter left Brisbane yesterday by the Wyreema for Townsville, where Mr. Kempling will join 
them. These three officers will have a working party of 15, who will set about the business of 
concreting the tower in which the apparatus is housed. These men will leave as soon as this 
work is completed, and they will be accompanied back to the mainland by Mr Stevens and a 
companion, who has been taking care of the station since Captain Davis left in April.
messages. They are both expert operators.

1922–1923, Willis Island
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and 55 feet above high water. It is almost entirely 
surrounded by a coral reef; indeed it might be said that 
Willis Island is a coral island partly above and partly 
below water level. We were greeted upon arrival, firstly 
by the winter caretaking crew of two who, naturally, 
were anxious to receive their first mail for six months 
and to receive some fresh food. Secondly, we were 
greeted by thousands of sea birds – masked gannets, 
brown gannets, sooty terns and noddy terns, and an 
occasional frigate bird. Some of the birds seemed to 
be overhead, screeching and calling, continuously. It 
was hatching time, or would soon be hatching time, as 
a result of which birds were sitting on eggs in crudely 
made nests or tending new chicks. There were also 
mutton birds that riddled the island with burrows in 
which they lived and reared their young.

During the morning of the day after our arrival at 
Willis Island we ferried ashore our provisions, saw the 
Bopple depart for the mainland and set about estab-
lishing ourselves for the long summer. Our provisions 
had been packed for us in Melbourne so there was 
some speculation on the contents of the cases. We 
found, for example, a number of tinned cakes, tinned 
puddings, and many other items of food in tins. We 
discovered that if we rationed our cakes and puddings 
we could have one cake each three weeks and one 
pudding each fortnight. There were also bags of flour, 
some yeast, and what appeared to be hundreds of tins 
of “bully beef ”. In due course I experimented with and 
finally turned out fresh bread twice per week with, on 
bread-making days, hot rolls for breakfast. Our small 
supply of fresh food – a bag of potatoes, some greens 
and butter – was soon exhausted or, in most cases, 
turned “bad” before we could use it.

Our daily job commenced at 6 am when weather re-
ports were prepared and transmitted by wireless to the 
Coastal Radio Station at Cooktown; reports were also 
sent at 9 am, 5 pm and 9 pm excepting, as proved to 
be the case twice, that hourly reports were despatched 
during cyclonic conditions.

Having cleared the early morning weather report it 
was then our custom to take a swim accompanied by 
the “family” dog and cat. Contrary to popular belief 
the cat finally overcame a natural objection to wa-
ter and swam with the party. Meal preparation was 
attended to on a roster basis, each of the three men 
taking a week each in turn. The “cook” would cut 
short his swim and prepare breakfast while the two 
other men would leisurely prepare for the day’s work. 
This work varied from sweeping and dusting their 
rooms, through repairs to equipment, to painting the 
wireless masts. There was also the job of digging and 

preparing and finally stocking with emergency rations 
a dugout for use in an emergency should such arise 
during the passage of a cyclone. Evenings were usually 
spent firstly in walking round the island and collecting 
unusual specimens of coral, watching turtles come 
ashore to dig a hole in the sand and lay eggs, or resting 
if a particularly hard working day had preceded that 
evening. Later there were books to read and, although 
they would not be posted for many months, letters to 
write, usually in diary form.

Our first cyclone centre passed some distance from the 
island and caused little inconvenience; it did, however, 
give us a foretaste of gale force winds and heavy seas. 
This particular cyclone did, nevertheless, create havoc 
elsewhere; it amalgamated with another depression 
that developed in the Coral Sea, passed across Cape 
York Peninsula and resulted in the loss of a steamer, 
the Douglas Mawson, with all hands in the Gulf of Car-
pentaria. There were some unconfirmed reports that a 
lady passenger and her daughter in Douglas Mawson 
had been captured by aborigines but it would appear 
from later investigation that this was not so.

Two days ahead of our second cyclone a sea swell from 
the north-east developed and was accompanied by a 
falling barometer and, later, an ominous-looking sky. 
Wind force gradually built up, whereupon we took the 
planned precautions of tying down everything mova-
ble, closing and securing wooden shutters on windows 
and checking our dugout stores and drinking water. 
Rain fell in sheets. We did not attempt to sleep; indeed 
there was little time for rest as the hourly weather re-
ports kept us busy. In the “eye” of the cyclone the wind 
dropped off to an almost flat calm but it soon swung 
round and began to blow a gale again from the oppo-
site quarter and continued to do so, gradually moder-
ating, as the cyclone moved away from us and followed 
a parabolic track off the Queensland coast, finally 

A three-masted lugger that Fred photographed at sea in November 1921.
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dispersing between New Caledonia and New Zealand.

We did not have real cause to use our dugout although, 
for some hours, we lived there for experience. Over-
all results achieved did prove within all reasonable 
possibilities that it was safe for a party to live on Willis 
Island throughout any cyclone. In due course the Wil-
lis Island meteorological station became a permanent 
institution and converted from a six months job to a 
yearly job. Manning of this station is now, normally, on 
a yearly basis but the unit is periodically visited by a 
lighthouse tender and is supplied a little more fre-
quently with provisions.

Our term at Willis Island was drawing to a close and 
glad we were that this should be so. It is noteworthy, 
however, that on no occasion during our isolation 
from normal amenities and thrown so closely together 
as we three men were, never did a fight of any conse-

Mackay Daily Mercury 15 May 1923

quence develop. On the rare occasions when tempers 
ran a little warm, and before the tempers boiled over, 
we divided ourselves, one man to the northern end of 
the island, one man to the southern end, and one man, 
usually the rostered cook, at the centre of the island. 
After an hour or so of this real isolation we were gen-
erally ready to carry on with the day’s work in harmo-
ny. I vividly recall that one of our bitterest arguments 
surrounded the pronunciation of a word. The word 
was “horizon”; was it correctly “ho-ri´-zon”, or was it 
“horizon”?, which shows how easily, in those circum-
stances, an upsetting fight could be sparked off.

The Bopple that was to bring the winter caretaking par-
ty and take us back to civilisation was twice delayed. 
Once the ship turned back because of unfavourable 
weather. On the second attempt she was forced to re-
turn to Townsville to await from Sydney a replacement 
for a damaged boiler plate. Eventually the Bopple did 
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arrive, unloaded her stores, landed the relief crew and 
set off, with ourselves aboard, for Townsville. Two days 
later we were again on the mainland enjoying fresh 
food and the company of other people. We were soon 
provided with passages in the coastal steamer Kanow-
na for the return voyage to Melbourne and to relations 
and friends once more. We had been absent for almost 
nine months. After a short leave period, I once again 
returned to the Melbourne Coastal Radio Station.
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It was at about this time that experiments were being 
conducted in the Radio Broadcasting field. One of the 
first, if not actually the first, set of experiments in this 
field [was] carried out at the Melbourne Coastal Radio 
Station. One of the first voices transmitted through a 
broadcasting system in Australia was my own.

Apparently I had shown some interest in this develop-
ing entertainment medium as I was soon chosen as a 
member of the technical staff to open the broadcasting 
station then building in Sydney, 2FC. A year later I was 
returned to Melbourne as one of the technical staff of 
the new station there, 3LO.

Additional broadcasting station licences were being 
issued; one was issued to the Queensland Govern-
ment, whereupon I was offered the opportunity to take 
charge of the technical work of that station and to take 
part in its management. Although the offer was quite 
attractive, it was with some misgivings that I tendered 
my resignation from those who had employed me for 
some years, and took up my new duties as Chief Engi-
neer of 4QG in Brisbane.

Broadcasting was then still in its infancy. There were 
many opportunities to show initiative. In retrospect it 
seems to me that some of the cornerstones upon which 
broadcasting rests today were built during the early 
days of 2FC, 3LO and 4QG.

Call signs of some of the early Australian broadcast-

ing stations are interesting. Firstly, each State, as now, 
carried an identifying figure – 2, New South Wales; 3, 
Victoria; 4, Queensland; 5, South Australia; 6, West-
ern Australia; and 7, Tasmania. In the early days of 
Australian broadcasting the 2-letter suffix of the call 
signs generally [was] afforded some relationship with 
the owners of the stations; 2FC came from Farmer 
Company; 2BL came from Broadcasters Limited; and 
there were 6WF, Westralian Farmers; 4QG, Queens-
land Government. 3LO broke adrift from tradition 
and adopted LO from 2LO London. In later years it 
became common practice to relate the 2-letter suf-

1923, Early radio

Brisbane Telegraph 18 April 1925. Brisbane Daily Mail 26 April 1925.
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Frederick William Stevens, Chief Engineer, 4QG Brisbane, on top of radio mast (1925ish).
“The blue lights which make the towers of 4QG so conspicuous by night ofttimes require a certain amount of attention. Some few days ago some of the lights burned out and the chief engineer, 
Mr. F. W. Stevens, climbed to the top of the towers to replace them. He took the old lamps out and while putting in new ones, a globe slipped out of his hand and crashed to the roof of the 
building 100 feet below. Mr. Stevens descending from the tower head walked across the roof to pick up the pieces. Imagine his surprise when he found the lamp lying quite intact on the concrete 
roof. It had struck the roof with the base and beyond a slight dint in the metal portion was quite unharmed.”
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fixes to Places rather than Persons, as, for example, 
5HA, Hamilton; 2CO, Corowa; 3GL, Geelong; 4AT, 
Atherton; 4QR, Queensland Region. Some stations, 
of course, carry callsigns allotted in sequence without 
reference to person or place as, for example, 2NZ, 
Inverell; 4ZR, Roma, etc. [It is worth noting here that 
Fred’s own call sign was 4SP.]

Broadcasting, in those early days, lent itself to novelties 
that in later years became commonplace. The type of 
“portable” pickup equipment used in theatres and oth-
er places of entertainment and at Shows and the like 
was not really portable; it was barely transportable. A 
feature of early broadcasting from 2FC in Sydney was 
the taking of excerpts and occasionally full acts from 
the old and now non-existent Her Majesty’s Theatre. 
On the mornings prior to the evenings of such broad-
casts it was necessary to hire a lorry, load it with cases 
of equipment weighing possibly a quarter of a ton, 
transport the cases to space under Her Majesty’s stage, 
connect up the equipment, run microphone leads to 
selected locations in the theatre and test the completed 
job by voice transmissions to the Studio over hired 
telephone lines. Having done all this, it was necessary 
to return to the Theatre to position the microphone 
before patrons arrived and then, if the portion of 
the program to be broadcast was near the end of the 
performance, to wait throughout the program with 
nothing to do but watch the show. I saw such as “The 
Merry Widow” and others of similar type a dozen or 
more times each.

“Stunt” broadcasting, as it was then known, was also 
popular. We broadcast the voice of a diver from the 
muddy bottom of the Brisbane River; there was the de-
scription of Brisbane that was broadcast from the top 
of the wireless mast of 4QG that, in those days, stood 
some 250 feet above George Street Brisbane and atop 
the old State Insurance Building; and there was the 
re-broadcasting of wireless signals received from the 
aircraft Southern Cross as she winged her way on the 
first flight across the Pacific Ocean and when on one 
occasion the signals said “We might be able to make 
it to Suva but yet doubtful.” Church services, musical 
festivals, eisteddfods and the like, now taken for grant-
ed in broadcasting programs, were then real novelties. 
Their successful broadcast called for quite considerable 
ingenuity on the part of the technical people involved, 
much planning, and often long weary hours of waiting.

Associated with early broadcasting days there is also 
the memory of the “sealed set”. Broadcast reception 
was allowed only from selected stations, and to this 
end all receivers sold to the public were “sealed” on 
prescribed radio frequencies. This was a most unpop-
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Wireless Weekly 27 August 1926.

ular innovation and was soon dropped in favour of 
the type of broadcast receivers now generally in use 
throughout Australia.

The quality of broadcast transmission and reception 
has improved throughout the development of this 
art; portable, mostly “transistor-ised”, receivers are in 
truth portable; VHF and UHF links have to a large 
extent superseded hired line connections, and record-

ers have provided a means of “bottling” programs for 
later broadcast. But the “mystery” of broadcasting, the 
great achievement associated with the broadcast of 
such as the 3rd Act of “The Merry Widow”, is now all 
taken as a part of life. Pioneers in this as in other fields 
are forgotten and overshadowed by such as TV and 
evolution.
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One evening as I sat at dinner I received a telephone 
call from Lester Brain, who was also Brisbane Man-
ager for Qantas. The aircraft Southern Cross, flown 
by [Charles] Kingsford Smith and a crew of three en 
route from Sydney to London on an experimental 
mail flight, had disappeared in north-western Western 
Australia. Seeking these lost fliers, Keith Anderson and 
Bob Hitchcock as mechanic had themselves disap-
peared somewhere in central Australia believed to be 
north-west of Alice Springs. A Qantas aircraft had now 
been chartered to search for Anderson and Hitchcock. 
I was asked if I could fit radio equipment to the Qantas 
aircraft.

Radio in aircraft at that time was very rare; I knew 
very little about aircraft and nothing about radio in 
aircraft. I did have, however, a set of equipment with 
which I experimented at home and which I thought 

might serve a reasonable purpose. With some assis-
tance I dismantled my rig at home, transported it to 
Eagle Farm and began the task of installing it in the 
chartered aircraft in such a manner that, as far as I 
could estimate – or more correctly “guesstimate” – 
would not interfere with the working of the aircraft 
itself, would allow space for an operator, the flight en-
gineer and necessary emergency rations, spare tyre, ex-
tra fuel tank and a small amount of luggage, but at the 
same time be in a reasonably workable position. It was 
with real satisfaction, about 2 am next morning after 
awakening a friend at his home, to get a report from 
him that he could hear my test signals. It was not until 
now that any real thought, excepting by Brain, had 
been given to the identity of the operator that should 
accompany the expedition. When this was mentioned 
to Brain he seemed to have already concluded that I 
should be his wireless operator. Within a space of four 
hours I had been home and made my plans known, 
selected a few items of clothing that I might need 
and essential other small items, and a small camera, 
returned to the aerodrome and was airborne for parts, 
to me, unknown.

1929, The Kookaburra

Atalanta at Wave Hill 17 April 1929.

The radio set adapted by Fred to be carried in the Atalanta. Brisbane Telegraph 1 May 1929.

Brisbane Telegraph 19 April 1929.
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“Position, approximate centre of triangle joining Wave Hill, Powell Creek and Newcastle Waters N.T. Loss of Anderson & Hitchcock in ‘Kookaburra’, forced down by engine failure during search 
for Kingsford Smith in ‘Southern Cross’. Shewing [sic] Hitchcock’s body under the wing. Anderson’s body was later found in scrub at bottom right of picture. Shewing [sic] also shadow of search 
aircraft ‘Atalanta’ flown by Brain & Stevens. Taken 18/4/1929”

‘Shewing [sic] the “Kookaburra” at the edge of the burnt area which resulted from a fire started by the crew to attract attention. Shewing also, somewhat vaguely, the “runway” the crew 
endeavored to clear with their hands. Taken 18/4/1929’
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We landed at Tambo in south-western Queensland to 
refuel. It was here that, with great disappointment, I 
received a telegram from Brisbane announcing that 
soon after leaving Brisbane my signals had not been 
received. I checked my gear, which was of very rudi-
mentary design, and was elated when I discovered that 
a wire had broken adrift, possibly by aircraft vibration, 
and this had put the set completely out of action but 
which, because of the lack of suitable instruments in 
the transmitter, could not be detected during flight. 
Having repaired the small but vital damage to the 
transmitter we set out for Longreach, and upon arrival 
there I was advised that my signals were now being 
received quite satisfactorily. We night-stopped at Lon-
greach and again the following night at the Brunette 
Downs homestead in the Northern Territory. On the 
morning of the third day out of Brisbane we moved 
from Brunette Downs and arrived at Newcastle Waters 
in time for a goat and damper breakfast. It was our in-
tention then to proceed to Wave Hill, establish a base, 
and commence our search; Brain had a sound “hunch” 
that the missing aircraft would be within reasonable 
flying distance from Wave Hill.

As we new proceeded in what would later be known as 
the “probability area” we each kept an intensive look-
out. In the type of aircraft used by us, a DH50, passen-
gers were seated in a small canopy-covered cabin while 
the pilot occupied a conventional outside seat and with 
visibility much better than was possible in the cabin. It 
was not unexpected, therefore, that when we reached a 
point some 50 miles on track towards Wave Hill, Brain 
passed through a written note announcing that he had 
sighted smoke away to the south of [our] track and 
that he was altering course to investigate. This infor-
mation was immediately se[n]t out by wireless.

Approaching the smoke it could be seen that a patch 
of scrub and grass was blackened over an area of some 
200 square miles on one edge of which, reflecting the 
sun, was an object that at our distance resembled a jam 
tin, but which as we came nearer took on the shape 
and size of a small aeroplane. The missing aeroplane 
Kookaburra, registration letters G-AUKA, had been 
found. There was a body under a wing; no other 
person or body could be found in our search from the 
air. I passed this information to the wireless station at 
Wave Hill that had set up a special watch for me and 
soon we were proceeding there. A land party set out 
next day and found that tragedy had overcome the 
fliers; both had died of thirst after a forced landing due 
to engine trouble.

After a rest for a day we retraced our steps but called 
at Sydney en route where some photographs that I 
had taken while over the wreck were published, with 
some compensation to me, in a Sydney newspaper. My 
experience of aeroplanes was building up.

Lester Brain signs autographs at Camooweal aerodrome 18 April 1929.

Brisbane Courier 27 April 1929.
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Brisbane Telegraph 22 April 1929.

Brisbane Telegraph 24 April 1929.
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Extract from Qantas Rising by  
Sir Hudson Fysh

The year 1929 was packed with aviation history and drama. 
About the time of the opening of our Brisbane–Charleville 
service came the Kookaburra and Vickers Vellore searches 
by L. J. Brain in our Longreach-built Bristol-Jupiter-engined 
DH50J Atalanta – both successful searches which made his-
tory for Brain and his aeroplane.

Kingsford Smith and Ulm, after their successful crossing of the 
Pacific Ocean, went on to be the first to fly from Australia to 
New Zealand, and to create other Australian records. They 
then began to organize a company to begin regular air-route 
operations in Australia, having mainly in mind linking up the 
eastern capital cities, Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane.

On 31st March 1929, with Litchfield and McWilliams, they 
set off from Sydney in the Southern Cross for England, 
where they were negotiating for the purchase of Avro X air-
craft for the new service. Their first objective was Wyndham 
in north-west Australia.

When they were nearing their objective very bad visibility 
was experienced and with a defective radio they were forced 
to land on a mud-flat. To the rest of the world they simply 
disappeared into the blue.

Woods of West Australian Airways, who was nearest the lo-
cality, made extensive searches, but it was not till twelve days 
after the landing that Les Holden flying a DH61 aeroplane 
discovered them and they were rescued.

Meanwhile K. Anderson and H. S. Hitchcock in a small and 
totally unsuitable Westland III aircraft named Kookaburra had 
set out to search for the Southern Cross and they, in turn, 
were reported missing over bad desert country in the far 
interior.

On 19th April, when they had been missing for nine days, we 
received an urgent request from the citizens’ search commit-

tee in Sydney to set out. It was then that the Defence De-
partment came into the picture and asked us to join the new 
search, switched from the now-discovered Southern Cross.

The Defence Department sent out three Air Force machines 
and on 19th April L. J. Brain in charge of the DH50J Atalanta 
set out from Brisbane with Engineer Compston and Radio 
Officer F. W. Stevens, properly equipped for survival in the 
desert should the necessity arise. Brain was an old hand at 
flying over the far interior.

On 21st April, towards the end of a rapid dash from Bris-
bane, they were nearing their objective of Wave Hill, which 
had been set up as a search depot, when Brain saw smoke 
going up from a burning bush area away to the south. When 
wisely they investigated, there sure enough was the Kooka-
burra, intact but on ground too rough to land the Atalanta. 
The position was 80 miles south-east of Wave Hill.

Flying low almost at ground-level, they saw a body lying un-
der the wing of the Kookaburra, but there was no sign of the 
other member of the crew.

A land expedition was then organized, in which Flight Lieu-
tenant Eaton of the RAAF went out with others and located 
the Kookaburra. The body of Hitchcock was recovered un-
der the wing, and that of Anderson about 40 yards away.

A rough diary had been scribbled on the wing, but little was 
known of the last tragic days of the two flyers marooned 
without proper supplies and water. Even the alcohol in their 
compass had been drunk.

The Daily Guardian brought Atalanta and Brain to Sydney, 
and paid well for the story and photographs. (Note: I under-
stand the photographs were taken with a small box camera 
Fred took with him, and I remember Fred telling me they 
locked them in a Hotel Room at Bondi to stop them giving 
the story to another paper.)

[Quoted by kind permission of the Qantas Founders Museum]
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Brisbane Telegraph 25 April 1929.



Frederick William Stevens MBE

46

It was during my period of service at 4QG that I 
generated an interest in flying, which was then in its 
growing infancy in Australia. I took a trial flight in a 
training aircraft at what was then a “pocket handker-
chief ” and little more than a “cow-paddock” aero-
drome at Eagle Farm, Brisbane. The Instructor of the 
Brisbane Flying School was the late Charles (C. W. A.) 
Scott who, with the late [Tom] Campbell Black, later 
won the London to Melbourne Centenary Air Race. 
The manager was Lester Brain, who later, among many 
other things, became the first General Manager of 
Trans Australia Airlines [TAA]. It was Brain who first 
introduced me to the art of flying. I found the experi-
ence most exhilarating, particularly when the aircraft 
was put into steep turns. I shall probably long re-
member my first flight when I looked down upon the 
winding Brisbane River, the steamers at the wharves, a 
dredge at work and the matchbox houses.

I signed up for Private Pilot training and, within a 
few days, commenced my training with Charles Scott. 
One of the first details passed to me by Scott was that, 
should the aircraft engine stop, I was to “Push the 
stick forward.” Soon after taking off and gaining some 
height, Scott, without advising me, pulled the throttle 
back and, of course, slowed down the engine to the 
extent that I imagined it was stopping. Without hes-
itation, and recalling the instructions given to me to 
“Push the stick forward,” I did just that. If I had been 
told to “Ease the stick forward,” all would have been 
well. As it was I took the instruction literally, with the 
result that both Scott and myself were almost thrown 
out of the aircraft, at least to the full extent of our 
safety belt, and we almost went into an outside loop. I 
think Scott learned something from this experience; 
certainly I did.

In due course I passed my tests and examinations as 
prescribed and became the proud possessor of a Pri-
vate Pilot’s (then known as an “A”) licence. Later still I 
was authorised to carry a passenger.

This milestone in my life was celebrated by joining a 
flying picnic party of three aircraft, each with a pas-
senger, in a DH60 to Yellow Patch on Moreton Island, 
a few miles from Brisbane. All proceeded to plan until 
we were airborne on the way home. As soon as we 
gained sufficient height to see the distance towards our 
home port it was obvious that there was heavy rain 
ahead. Our three aircraft were supposed to return to 
Brisbane in formation, but this proved impossible. We 
soon ran into heavy rain and some turbulence and saw, 
not far away, flashes of lightning. By standards later 

1930, Early aviation

learned I was ill-equipped to handle the situation that 
had so unexpectedly developed. I had sense enough, 
however, to realise that if I were to become a com-
mercial pilot, and in any event as there was nobody 
to whom I could turn for advice, I had to get out of 
the situation by my own efforts. I realised in time to 
benefit from the realisation that the storm was relative-
ly localised and that, a few miles off track, there was a 
thinning of the storm. I turned towards what appeared 
to me to be a better flying area and as it proved to be, 
and came in to land behind the main part of the storm 

Above: Fred with VH-ULR, which he first flew in August 1934.
Below: The aircraft in which Fred took his first solo flight in 1930.
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but still in relatively heavy rain. Luck held; I effected 
quite a good landing but almost immediately bogged 
in a soft patch. I and my passenger finally reached the 

parking area to find that the other two aircraft had 
already landed, although one had been damaged in 
doing so. I learned from that experience too.

Fred’s first licence.

Last page in Fred’s flying log.
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My time with QEA undoubtedly stands out in my 
mind as the most rewarding period in 50 years’ em-
ployment in various capacities. There was discipline, 
and rightly so, but there was ample opportunity for 
and encouragement of independent thought. Sugges-
tions with regard not only to my primary job as senior 
Radio Officer but [also] to flying and navigation too 
were always given full consideration and, in several in-
stances, adopted. As you know, I was never given com-
mand of a DH86 in the strict sense of the word. I have 
it on record, however, that Lester Brain considered me 
to be a very good pilot and on several occasions I did 
for all practical purposes take over the captain’s job for 
a trip to or from Singapore. Lester Brain and Bert Hus-
sey were the two captains who had most faith in me as 
a pilot although, strange as it might seem, Ron Adair 
was often glad to seek my opinion when things got a 
bit sticky. Ron was probably a good pilot but he was a 
careless navigator, and once or twice I managed to pull 
him out of a hole. The real test of pulling a captain out 

1934, Qantas Empire Airways
In December 1934, Fred commenced work as a Qantas First Officer.

From 7 January 1934 through to 24 July 1937, Fred flew as Senior First Officer and Wireless Operator Mechanic on the Bris-
bane to Singapore route in the five DH86s employed on that route. These were:

•	 VH-USC, RMA Canberra, C of A (Certificate of Airworthiness) issued 13/9/34, flown by Captain Brain from Croydon, UK

•	 VH-USD, RMA Brisbane, C of A issued 24/9/34

•	 VH-USE, RMA Sydney, C of A issued 2/10/34; crashed near Brisbane 2/2/34 (Captain Swaffield)

•	 VH-USF, RMA Melbourne, C of A issued 27/12/34

•	 VH-UUA, RMA Adelaide, C of A issued 14/2/35.

A total of 64 DH86s were built, the last to fly being G-ACZP, which became damaged beyond repair at Madrid on  
21 September 1958.

Between them, the five Qantas DH86s on the Brisbane to Singapore route flew 2½ million miles, and completed every one 
of their 525 scheduled flights, with 90% of their terminal arrivals being within 60 minutes of timetable. Unquestionably a fine 
record of achievement by all concerned.

Fred’s son George collected more details of these aircraft, as well as:

•	 first official westbound QEA air mail service, 22/2/1935

•	 first official eastbound QEA air mail service, 26/2/1935

•	 first British aircraft to land at Bali, 20/5/1935

•	 a true story of innovative direction finding of a lost DH86 aircraft; Hudson Fysh relates this story in brief on pages 26 and 27 
of his book Qantas at War

•	 notable passengers carried – Charlie Chaplin and Pauline Goddard.

of a hole, however, came on the occasion of the “lost 
and found” episode at Darwin …. Bert Hussey was 
the captain on that occasion and, although Bert never 
mentioned the episode to me once we had landed at 
Darwin, I’m ego[ti]stical enough to believe that it was 
my knowledge of the vagaries of radio and the exercise 
of some common sense at that stage that saved us from 
a forced landing somewhere “out in the Mulga south of 
Darwin”.
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1935, First Australian air mail service, Darwin–
Singapore

[Lester Brain and Fred flew the first passenger and official 
air mail service from Brisbane to Singapore in a DH86, to 
link up with the Imperial Airways service London to Sin-
gapore. On 22 February 1935 they departed Darwin for 
Singapore, with Sir Edward Campbell as passenger. Then 
on 26 February, they made the first eastbound trip Singa-
pore to Darwin. The journey from Brisbane to Singapore 
took 7 days with stops at Toowoomba, Roma, Char-
leville, Blackall, Longreach, Winton, Cloncurry, Mt Isa, 
Camooweal, Brunette Downs, Newcastle Waters, Daly 
Waters, Darwin, Koepang, Rambang, Surabaya, Batavia, 
and Singapore. Once the service was established, the trip 
took 1 week; then they rested in Singapore for another 
week; then the return took 1 week: all up, 3 weeks to fly 
from Brisbane to Singapore and back.]

The date of my departure on this particular occa-
sion was Christmas Day, 25 December 1934. It was a 
survey flight to Singapore in preparation for the first 
official airmail service linking Australia with England 
but connecting with Imperial Airways, forerunner of 
BOAC, which organisation already linked Singapore to 
the old country.

The planned route for the Australian-operated link 
was Brisbane – Roma – Charleville – Blackall – Lon-
greach – Winton – Cloncurry – Mt Isa – Camooweal 
– Brunette Downs – Newcastle Waters (dropping mail 
at Anthonys Lagoon and Alexandria) – Daly Waters 
– Darwin – Koepang (Timor) – Rambang (Lombok 
Island) – Soerabaya – Batavia (now Djakarta) – Sin-
gapore. In addition, occasional stops were made 
at Waingapoo (Soemba Island) and/or Palembang 
(Sumatra) for fuel. Overnight stops were made west-
bound at Cloncurry, Darwin and Soerabaya, while 
eastbound night stops were made at Rambang, Darwin 
and Longreach. Those were working men’s flights with 
working men’s wages (4/- per hour flying pay) – four 
full days flying each way sometimes up to 14 hours on 
the job with another full day’s flying to follow. There 
was no “George”, no Hosties, no meals in the air; do 
most of your own refuelling and much of the routine 
maintenance; count the bags and weigh them and 
load your own mail working out by rule of thumb 
your own weight and balance; issue passenger tickets 
at the smaller stopping places; pump up a tyre in 112° 
[44.4 °C] in the shade at Daly Waters and, by Compa-
ny rules, be pleasant, shaved and neatly dressed at all 
times.

The Service started with a listening watch each 30 
minutes by the Coastal Radio Station (VIB) Brisbane 

Brisbane Telegraph 6 December 1934.

Fred (right) in Singapore in 1936 at the Raffles Hotel, where Qantas crews used to stay.
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and (VID) Darwin. We transmitted on something 
about 6540 kcs [kilocycles = kHz] but as the transmit-
ters were not crystal controlled the frequency varied 
considerably from trip to trip and somewhat from 
“sked” to “sked”. We always kept very strict skeds (18 
and 48 minutes past the hour) and sent a long string 
of Vs for tuning before transmitting QTH [“What 
is your position?”]. Between Brisbane and Roma 
and between Birdum and Darwin it was possible to 
work two-way receiving 333 kcs. Between Roma and 
Birdum we sent QTH on sked but did not receive any 
acknowledgment. Westward of Darwin by this time a 
small station had been established at Koepang. Be-
tween Koepang and Rambang we sometimes worked 
Koepang or, with some luck, the Coastal Radio Station 
Darwin or Broome (VIO). Until we made contact with 
Palembang some 900 miles further along the route we 
fought with ships at sea on 500 kcs for some attention 
from the Coastal Radio Stations at Soerabaya and 
Batavia. The best method of attack there was to call 
madly, sometimes with an “Urgency” signal thrown in 
for good measure, just before the silence period ended 
at 18 or 48 minutes past the hour. Palembang and 
Singapore were essentially aeronautical stations and 
could generally be depended upon to be on watch and 
to find our spot on the dial. These stations also had 
BT DF [Bellini–Tosi direction finder], which provided 
some amusement but little help. Reciprocal bearings 
were not unknown.

Out of the initial survey flight came some develop-
ments. After a year or so the first aeronautical station 
at Brisbane came into being; Darwin likewise was giv-
en somewhat improved facilities including BT DF. One 
of the first developments, however, arose from discus-
sions with the PMG’s Department. About this time, 
Harold Stiff was Radio Postmaster at Camooweal. 

Fred (far left) in the Qantas staff canten in Newcastle Waters, around 1935.

The bookkeeper and wireless operator at Brunette Downs, around 1935.
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Harold had a MF transmitter and a receiver which he 
used to handle telegrams between Camooweal and 
Wave Hill, Brunette Downs, etc. These facilities were 
made available to give service to the “giant airliner” 
(a DH86). Harold not only manned one of the ear-
liest “aeradio” stations in Australia; he provided at 
Camooweal one of the first Aerodrome Information 
Services and what was, I believe, the first approach to 
an “Advisory” Service. I have one vivid recollection of 
“finding” Camooweal in IFR [instrument flight rules] 
and what would now be below-minimal conditions – 
heavy rain and clouds down on the fence posts – only 
with the help of Harold’s Information and “Advisory” 
services …. Camooweal was our breakfast stop when 
westbound. After departing Mt Isa I had but to give an 
ETA to Harold and sign off “FWS” to be assured that 
sausages and eggs were selected from the menu and 
ready on the table when we landed.

There came a day, 3 July 1938 to be precise, when the 
first Dutch (KLM) service to enter Australia was due 
to arrive [in] Cloncurry en route to Brisbane. Clon-
curry did not possess COM facilities. On 1 July 1938, 
equipment and three men were loaded into a small 
aircraft (DH90) and flown to Cloncurry, arriving 
about 1500 local. On 3 July 1938, two days later, at 
1600 local, two-way communication plus BT DF was 
available for service, and within a few minutes contact 
was established with the KLM aircraft and DF bearings 
[were] passed.

The second KLM service proved the value of the new 
station. This aircraft departed Cloncurry about 0600 
local for Brisbane. At about 0900 local the aircraft 
struggled back to Cloncurry on DF [direction finder] 
bearings while the pilot, upon landing, assured us that 
“It is all sand there.” He had, apparently, been on a 
track for Adelaide rather than Brisbane and had seen 
for the first time the Simpson Desert.

1935, First British aircraft to land at Bali

20 May 1935, Aircraft VH-USC. Crew L. J. Brain in 
command, F. W. Stevens First Officer, passengers nil. 
We made an exploratory landing at Bali to test it for 
possible use in an emergency or for emergency refu-
elling. The approaches were not attractive and I doubt 
that a QEA aircraft ever landed there again. However, 
on 20 December 1935, Bert Hussey in VH-USE made 
an inspection of Bali from the air. Other captains 
might also have done so but on this point I have no 
data.

KLM DC-2 aircraft PH-AKL in about 1935, possibly in Singapore. This aircraft famously 
crashed on 9 December 1936 in London, klilling 15 of the 17 people onboard.

1935, Lost and found (or should it be “self-
help”?)

This is a story of happenings on 26 and 27 August 
1935. There is nothing heroic in the story. It aims only 
to show that, as so often was necessary in the earlier 
days of flying, a little thought and the application of 
some common sense often got a pilot out of a tight 
corner. It could be argued as the story unfolds that 
we allowed ourselves to be caught. However, looking 
back thirty years and more, and remembering that 
there were no worthwhile radio navigational aids and 
precious little in the way of reliable ground commu-
nication facilities at that stage of overseas aeronautical 
development, the carefully calculated risk that was 
taken was justified.

We had departed Singapore, as was usual, before sun-
up. As also was usual at that time of day the sky was 
overcast but turbulence was not severe. Over Muntok, 
about half way through the first leg of the run and by 
which time we were out into sunshine, a “noise” de-
veloped in one of the port engines; the few engine in-
struments carried in the DH86 gave no indication that 
anything was amiss. The “noise” increased in intensity 
and a slight vibration could be felt. By throttling back 
each of the port motors in turn it was quickly evident 
that the trouble lay in the port inner.

We carried on with three motors but it soon became 
apparent that there was some quite serious trouble 
somewhere as, even with the engine now throttled 
back, the “noise” and vibration were noticeable. By 
now we were well past PNR [point of no return] 
in addition to which our only likely alternat[iv]e, 
Palembang, was closed due [to] fog; there was nothing 
left to do but press on to Batavia (now Djakarta).

In due course we landed at Batavia. Either a cylinder 



Frederick William Stevens MBE

52

head gasket had blown and allowed cylinder head nuts 
to work loose or nuts having worked loose allowed the 
gasket to blow. Whatever was the base cause of our 
trouble does not now matter; what matters is that, as 
that engine turned, the defective cylinder head was 
bouncing about one inch and why the whole outfit did 
not fall apart is not for me to guess. Two cylinder head 
nuts were found in the cowling while the remaining 
nuts were holding by one or two threads.

Whether this was a “routine maintenance” job I’m not 
sure. However, we did much of our own routine main-
tenance in those days, and as the nearest Engineer 
was some 600 miles away we set to work, and, believe 
it or not, the engine ran like a sewing machine when 
we finished about 1600 local and too late to go on to 
Soerabaya that evening. That was the cause of the lost 
and found story that now follows.

Next morning we departed at 0400 and after a very 
pleasant run arrived at Soerabaya soon after daylight. 
We refuelled, collected a few sandwiches and were 
away again in 19 minutes. En route to Rambang we de-
cided that if we could get a favourable forecast for the 
Koepang–Darwin leg and could be reasonably assured 
of making an Australian landfall before last light, we 
would proceed to Darwin that evening. We, therefore, 
made a special effort to effect a quick turnaround at 
Rambang and this we achieved in 20 minutes.

As soon as we were clear of the land after departure 
[from] Rambang we put in a request to Darwin for the 
desired forecast; in due course it was received and was 
favourable. Having studied sunset times and having 
assured ourselves that there was a reasonable margin 
of safety (assuming that the forecast was reasonably 
accurate) we decided that, if we would get away from 
Koepang within 20 minutes of landing, we would carry 
on and this we did.

Our “sick” motor purred; the weather was fair to good 
although there was high overcast and the wind on the 
water was stronger than expected. We took a quick 
double-drift sight and increased our drift allowance 
from 5° to 8° port. If that 8° had been 18° we might not 
have run into trouble.

The sun set behind us; darkness settled over us; a haze 
merged sea and sky into a grey blanket ahead. Austral-
ia seemed to have disappeared.

There was no doubt that we were lost and if we were to 
get ourselves out of the unusual situation we must do 
something to help ourselves; this is what was done.

Darwin was asked to send Vs and to continue to send 
Vs until told otherwise or his Fordson engine that 

drove his generator packed up. On a blank piece of 
paper we made a mark – Point “X”. From Point “X” we 
set out on a track of 270° while the aircraft aerial was 
disconnected, the receiver very carefully tuned to VID 
and the gain cut back until signals were barely audible.

In due course signals began to weaken. We allowed 
this to continue for a while to be sure it was not due to 
fading. We then turned on to a track of 90° and headed 
back towards point “X”. Signals slowly came up. With 
one eye on the clock and another on the fuel gauges we 
carried on in an easterly direction until signals again 
began to drop off. Once more we turned and headed 
back towards Point “X” keeping a very careful note of 
signal strength.

Having arrived back somewhere in the vicinity of 
Point “X” (we hoped) it was concluded that the max-
imum signal strength was obtained some 10 minutes’ 
flying time to the westward of this point so we pro-
ceeded there. The decision must now be taken whether 
to turn north or south and although we would have 
been over Bathurst or Melville Islands it seemed 
reasonably certain that we were over the mainland; 
we therefore roughly calculated drift from the scrub 
fires and set out on a course designed to take us in the 
direction of Darwin. Minutes passed; more minutes 
passed as one fuel gauge looked very sick, but believe 
it or not signals began to increase in strength. A few 
more minutes and then, suddenly, both of us saw the 
Darwin rotating light only a few miles dead ahead but 
bent at almost right angles under the smoke haze.

We landed a few minutes after 2100 some 2 hours after 
ETA and it was only then that we realised that, apart 
from the few sandwiches taken aboard at Soerabaya 
some 12 hours earlier, we had not eaten since the pre-
vious evening.

The mail went south next morning dead on time.

1936, Charlie Chaplin and Paulette Goddard as 
passengers

23 March 1936, aircraft VH-USE, Crew R. Tapp in 
command, F. W. Stevens First Officer.

Carried as passengers from Singapore to Batavia (Dja-
karta) the film personalities Charlie Chaplin and Pau-
lette Goddard. The feature of this note is that, although 
we had a particularly “dirty” trip mostly in heavy and 
turbulent rain and the first hour in darkness, both 
these passengers thanked us for a pleasant trip and as-
sured us they would travel again with QEA. They were 
both very pleasant and friendly passengers.
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1936, A news scoop

23 April 1936, aircraft VH-USD, crew L.J. Brain in 
command, F. W. Stevens First Officer. Passengers two 
newspaper reporters.

A[n] RAAF Dragon Rapide had force-landed some-
where south of Darwin, believed to be in the general 
vicinity of Newcastle Waters. The RAAF knew the lo-
cation of the aircraft but they would not give informa-
tion on the location to the Press. A Sydney newspaper 
decided to find out for itself something about the crash 
landing. Brain and I, with VH-USD, were the stand-
by in Darwin for the eastbound flight from Singapore 
next day. The newspaper chartered the aircraft. We left 
Darwin on 23 April 1936 with two newspaper report-
ers aboard soon after daylight. We went straight to 
Newcastle Waters hoping to get a clue on the location 
of the crashed Rapide but the RAAF had put a tight 
measure of security around the whole thing. However, 
the “bush telegraph” had reached a drover with a mob 
of cattle near the aerodrome and we soon found out 
from him that the Rapide was in scrub not far from 
Newcastle Waters along the Murranji Track. We got 
back into the air as soon as we had refuelled and soon 
were flying over the Rapide. The midday turbulence 
low down was quite severe and soon the newspaper 
reporters were violently ill. However, they prepared 
between them in serial form a story which they hand-
ed to me. As each section of the story was handed 
up, I transmitted it by wireless to Darwin for onward 
transmission by landline to Sydney. I never did see the 
complete article in newspaper form but it has always 
been my understanding that the story that I transmit-
ted from VH-USD over the Murranji Track appeared 
in a Sydney newspaper that same evening before we 
returned to Darwin.

(It could be interesting in retrospect to find out QEA 
were paid for the Press messages sent by wireless from 
their aircraft on this occasion. I am by no means sure 
of the identity of the newspaper concerned but I have a 
vague idea that [it] was the Sun. I’d recognise the name 
of one of the reporters if I were to hear it but I cannot 
at this stage remember it …. Upon further reflection I 
suspect that the name of the reporter was Waterman.)

A little humour

After I had been on DH86s for a year or so, L.J. [Brain] 
one day asked if I was endorsed for the Fox Moth as 
a taxi job was available. Upon advising L.J. that I was 
not so endorsed he told me to be at Archerfield next 
morning when he would give me two or three landings 
in a DH60 with a view to taking up the Fox. In due 

course L.J. and I took our seats in the DH60 (VH-
UGW) and I was instructed to take off, which I did. 
L.J. had very little to say, so I flew around for a while 
until he said I was to go back and land, which I did. 
Still L.J. had very little to say, and I began to wonder 
whether I had completely blotted my copy book. How-
ever, he did tell me to taxi in, which I did, and stopped 
the motor. It was not until then that L.J. told me he did 
not have a “stick” in the front seat – he had been my 
unwilling passenger completely at my mercy. Anyway, 
all was well. I was sent off to do a couple more solo 
landings in VH-UGW and then presented with the 
Fox (VH-UZC) for more (successful) landings.

Once, when flying with Bill Crowther, we had been 
delayed at Longreach westbound due to aerodrome 
flooding. After waiting for the runways to appear 
above the water we got off but got only as far as Daly 
Waters and without sufficient daylight to go on to 
Darwin. Next day we made Koepang and the day 
after that made Batavia. By now we were two days 
behind schedule so decided to make a very early start 
from Batavia next morning. The weather to the north 
was overcast with little flickers of lightning on track. 
After about half an hour in the air, still in complete 
darkness, we ran into torrential rain and quite severe 
lightning together with considerable turbulence. With 
no forecast for the weather ahead and completely 
unaware of the distance to be flown before we would 
run out of the stinking weather, we decided to go 
back to Batavia. Bill called to me for a course to steer, 
which I put on the compass, and Bill started to edge 
the aircraft round on to the new heading. We had been 
flying on the new heading for, perhaps, 3 or 4 minutes 
when it dawned upon me that the thunderstorm which 
should now be behind us was in fact on, or nearly on, 
our beam. The storm just could not have moved so fast 
so something else was amiss. Suddenly I realised I had 
put the “miles” instead of the “track” on the compass. 
Fortunately for me at that stage Bill handed the aircraft 
over to me, whereupon I “sneaked” the proper heading 
on the compass and made for Batavia. I’m not sure that 
Bill ever knew what I had done. We reached Batavia 
quite safely but I learned a lesson I’ve never forgotten. 
It was, however, a rotten but fortunately relatively short 
trip – complete darkness; heavy lightning which not 
only half blinded us but completely cut out all radio 
communications; torrential rain that sounded like a 
mob of goats on our fabric skin and which found every 
little seepage hole above our heads; no knowledge 
of what lay ahead, and by that time little knowledge 
of what lay behind us. That was on 10 January 1937, 
aircraft VH-USE, crew W. H. Crowther in command, 
Stevens First Officer.
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1937 – Incident at Archerfield

This account, related by QEA’s Instrument Engineer, George 
Roberts, took place in late December 1937 at Archerfield 
Aerodrome when the temperature had soared to 44 °C ow-
ing to a strong wind from the north-west.

“In the southeastern corner of the hangar, DH86 R.M.A. 
Brisbane was being serviced. Each undercarriage leg was 
supported on the twin-arms of mobile jacks since both port 
and starboard landing wheels had been removed. A wood-
en trestle was located about 2 meters forward of the port 
inboard engine, providing access for fuselage and cockpit 
window servicing. Flight Officer Fred Stevens was in the 
cockpit carrying out repairs to the radio. Apprentice Lance 
(Titch) Loney was engaged in cleaning the port inboard en-
gine (which had had one of its magnetos removed for servic-
ing) and engineer Ken Butler was detailed to check cylinder 
compression on all four engines. Within close proximity to 
the rear of the lower port mainplane, senior aircraftsman Bill 
Stone was working on the wing section from another aircraft.

“Ken Butler was going about his job methodically and en-
tered the cockpit to ensure that all engine ignition switches 
were in the “off” position. He spoke briefly to Fred Stevens 
and pushed all four throttles fully forward before leaving the 
aircraft. Moving firstly to the starboard outboard engine, he 
pulled the propeller through its six compressions and then 
repeated the procedure on the starboard inboard engine 
before ducking under the nose to check the port inboard 
engine.

“The Gipsy VI engine was not supposed to start on full throt-
tle but on this one occasion, assisted by the outside ambi-
ence, it coughed once and then sprang to life, roaring at full-
bore on one magneto.

“Ken jumped clear quickly, but the aircraft (which was sup-
ported on the mobile jacks – each having tricycle undergear) 
moved forward immediately, the metal propeller striking 
the wooden trestle, demolishing it and casting the residue 
through the fabric side of the fuselage.

“‘Titch’ Loney kept his cool and tried desperately to short-cir-
cuit the port-side ignition by placing his arms across the six 
spark plugs, but was thrown backwards by the force of the 

electric shock, sustaining severe burns to both arms. Bill 
Stone ran forward from his workplace and attempted un-
successfully to clamber over the trailing edge of the wing to 
reach the engine controls, while the aircraft, now turning in a 
radius toward the store, was gathering speed.

“The commotion brought Arthur Baird and Ruth Trickett 
from their offices at the front northwestern corner of the 
hangar and just when catastrophe seemed imminent, the 
engine revs dropped, the noise subdued and the thrashing 
airscrew stopped. Fred Stevens, having extricated himself 
from the cramped position where he had been working 
on the radio located in the bulkhead, had closed down the 
throttle.

“The direct cause of the near-disaster was a break in the 
magneto earthing lead inside the insulation which could not 
be seen merely on visual inspection – an indirect cause was 
the unusually high temperature of the day. When the throt-
tle was opened, the interconnected magneto control caused 
the lead to stretch thus parting the broken wire ends. Closing 
the throttle reversed the control and contact was regained.”

Quoted from A Tradition of Integrity – The Story of Qantas 
Engineering, by Bruce Leonard, 1994, with kind permisison 
from UNSW Press.

Once when flying with Russell Tapp, having run up 
the motors and having got everything ready to leave 
Longreach for Brisbane, I went in search of Captain 
Tapp to report “All ready”. It was still dark. I eventual-
ly found Russell pacing to and fro behind the hangar 
with a strained look on his face. His response to my 
report that all was ready for departure was somewhat 
terse and very much to the point; he said “To hell with 
the departure. We can’t go yet. I haven’t had my morn-
ing call.” Russell was one of the old-time pilots who 
seemingly could not appreciate the luxury of a toilet 
aboard the DH86s!

This envelope, addressed to Lester Brain by himself, was among the first airmail ever deliv-
ered from Suva to Sydney, on 28 October 1941. Brain gave it to Fred as a gift.
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Reference from G. U. Allan.
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Reference from Hudson Fysh.
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Reference from Lester Brain.
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QEA DH86s

The first DH86 was built in four months, was regis-
tered G-ACPL and [was] first flown at Stag Lane on 14 
January 1934.

A total of 64 DH86s, including 86As and 86Bs, were 
built before production ceased. The last DH86 to fly 
was G-ACZP, which was issued with her C. of A. [Cer-
tificate of Airworthiness] on 11 May 1935 and being 
the 21st DH86 to be built. This aircraft after 24 years 
was damaged beyond repair at Madrid on 21 Septem-
ber 1958.

Some details of the DH86:

•	 Engines Gipsy 6 4/205 h.p. [153 kW]

•	 Length 46.1 ft [14.0 m]

In more detail the QEA DH86s are discussed below:

Registration 

letters

Aircraft name Constructor’s 

number

C. of A. 

issued

Remarks

VH-USC RMA Canberra 2307 13-9-34 Flown by captain Brain from England to Australia, 
departed Croydon 24 Sept 1934, arrived Brisbane 
13 Oct 1934. passed to MacRobertson Miller 
1939, impressed as A31-5, restored to QEA, 
crashed at Barwin 9 Oct 1944. At this stage VH-
USC in 10 years had flown 11,664 hours covering 
a mileage equal to a flight between Australia and 
England once a month during the whole period

VH-USD RMA Brisbane 2308 24-9-34 Shipped to Brisbane by sea. Sold to TATA Airlines 
Ltd 1940 as VT-AKZ. Impressed June 1940 as 
AX800

VH-USE RMA Sydney 2309 2-10-34 Shipped to Brisbane by sea. Crashed near Brisbane 
2 Feb 1942 (Capt. Swaffield)

VH-USF RMA Melbourne 2310 27-l2-54 Used in England for tests after loss of VH-USG 
then delivered to Singapore by IAL. Flown thence 
to Brisbane by QEA. Impressed as A31-6, restored 
as VH-USF to MacRobertson Miller, crashed at 
Geraldton 23 June 1945 (Capt. Branch)

VH-UUA RMA Adelaide 2306 14-2-35 Initially IAL G-ACWE. Replacement for VH-USG 
lost near Longreach during IAL delivery flight 15 
Nov 1934. Delivered to Singapore by IAL thence 
flown to Brisbane on scheduled run by Brain and 
Stevens. Sold to TATA Airlines Ltd 1940 as VT-
AMK, impressed July 1942 as HX789

•	 Span 64.5 ft [19.7 m]

•	 Wing area 641 square feet [60 m2]

•	 Total weight 10,250 lbs [4.649 t]

•	 Wing loading 15.98 lbs/sq. ft [78.0 kg/m2]

•	 Cruising speed 145 m.p.h. [233 km/h]

•	 Original tankage 114 imperial gallons [518 L], in-
creased for Australian requirements to 183 imperial 
gallons [832 L]

By May 1938 the five DH86s used by QEA on the 
Brisbane–Singapore route had flown 2½ million miles 
[4 million km] and completed every one of 525 sched-
uled flights, 90% of their terminal arrivals being within 
60 minutes of time table.
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DH100 Vampire

First jet to operate from a carrier on 3 December 1945.

DH88 Comet Racer

Five were built primarily for the London–Melbourne 
Centenary Air Race in 1934. First DH88 was flown on 
9 May 1934.

The DH88R:

•	 Length 29 ft [8.8 m]

•	 Span 44 ft [13.4 m]

•	 Wing area 213 sq. ft [19.8 m2]

•	 Total weight 5,555 lbs [2.520 t]

•	 Wing loading 26.05 lbs/sq. foot [127 kg/m2]

•	 Speed 237 m.p.h. maximum [381 km/h]

•	 Engines Gipsy 6R 2/230 h.p. [172 kW]

•	 Range over 3,000 miles [>5000 km]

Winners of speed event in London–Melbourne Air 
Race were Charles W. A. Scott and [Tom] Campbell 
Black in G-ACSS (Race No. 34) in 70 hours 54 minutes 
18 seconds. They refuelled at Kirkuk (Iraq), Baghdad 
(Iraq), Allahabad (India), Singapore, Darwin and 
Charleville.

Data involving de Haviland Stag Lane Factory

At the Stag Lane Factory during the 1939–45 War, 
although there were many bombing raids, not one 
direct hit was recorded. During this time, 10,000 Gipsy 
engines were made, 3,800 Gipsy engines were over-
hauled, more than 9,000 Merlin engines were over-
hauled and 23,000 propellers were made.

At two DH factories including Stag Lane during the 
War in England, 40,000 propellers were repaired, some 
being repaired several times.

The QEA DH86 radio equipment

Each of the five DH86 aircraft – VH-USC, VH-USD, 
VH-USE, VH-USF and VH-UUA (which replaced the 
lost VH-USG during delivery by Imperial Airways) – 
was fitted with almost identical radio equipment. For 
all practical purposes the equipment, component by 
component, could be exchanged between aircraft. It 
was Marconi equipment.

Basically the equipment consisted of the following:

l. A multi-purpose high-frequency/low-frequency 
transmitter. It was not crystal controlled but operated 
on the MOPA [Master Oscillator Power Amplifier] 
principle. The high-frequency (short-wave) section 

could be “tuned” to any desired frequency between 
about 4 megacycles [= MHz] and 8.5 megacycles. We 
normally transmitted, when using high frequency, on 
about 6540 kilocycles [= kHz]. (Note: This frequency 
was later adopted by DCA as a common high frequen-
cy throughout Australia and Papua New Guinea. It 
was guarded by all DCA aeradio stations for about 25 
years and was carried in all Australian registered and 
radio-equipped aircraft. This frequency, when it be-
came overloaded, was relegated to a regional frequen-
cy but is still used to great advantage in this capacity. 
QEA used this 6540 kilocycles from the inception of 
DH86s because it was considered within QEA to be an 
outstandingly suitable frequency for the purpose and 
over the distances involved.)

The low-frequency (now more correctly known as 
medium-frequency) section could be tuned to any 
desired frequency between about 289 kilocycles and 
600 kilocycles. We normally transmitted on about 535 
kilocycles for communication with such aeronauti-
cal stations as then existed, or on 500 kilocycles for 
communication with Coastal Radio Stations and ships 
at sea.

Transmissions were made on either straight contin-
uous wave (CW), or on interrupted continuous wave 
(ICW). (Note: This was not modulated continuous 
wave {MCW} as would normally be used today.) Voice 
transmission, excepting for a few preliminary tests 
which proved the facility in this type of equipment to 
be almost useless and in any event of no real practical 
value, was not used. All communication was by means 
of the Morse code using almost entirely the long-es-
tablished marine (ships at sea) practices and proce-
dures.

Power for the transmitter (and for the receivers, air-
craft lighting, and engine starters) was derived from a 
battery similar to that used in a motor car, and charged 
in flight by a wind-driven generator positioned at the 
leading edge of the port-side upper wing.

Excepting for relatively close-in working when a 
“fixed” aerial was used, transmissions were mainly ef-
fected via a “trailing” aerial. A hand winch (incidental-
ly very inconveniently located) was used to let out or 
wind in about 200 feet of stranded copper aerial wire 
with beaded lead weights at the distant end.

2. A multi-purpose high-frequency/medium-fre-
quency receiver. As in the case of the transmitter, the 
receiver was not crystal controlled. However, although 
the receiver when being used on high frequency in 
particular did “drift” somewhat, it was a remarkably 
reliable and efficient receiver. It could be tuned, in 
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two bands, which approximated those available in the 
transmitter.

The DH86s were neither screened nor (during the very 
early days) fully bonded. As a result of this deficiency, 
ignition induction from eight magnetos made recep-
tion on high frequency almost impossible and in any 
event quite unreliable in the air. On the ground, with 
the motors off, reception was excellent and on two 
occasions in particular I used high frequency on the 
ground to considerable advantage. Once was to work 
with Singapore from Batavia on the occasion of the 
delay that brought about the “Lost and Found” epi-
sode. The second important occasion was at Singapore 
when, having blown a tyre, we were able to commu-
nicate direct with Darwin and arrange for the quick 
delivery of a replacement.

Reception on medium frequency, on the other hand, 
was normally quite effective and some surprising 
distances were covered, particularly on 222 kilocycles. 
Atmospheric disturbances, particularly during the 
north-west monsoon season, were often troublesome.

In general terms it can be said that we transmitted on 
6540 kilocycles and received on 333 (or as circum-
stances required) on 509 kilocycles.

3. A Direction Finding attachment. Today’s ADF 
(automatic direction finding) equipment in aircraft 
consists basically of a small rotatable “loop”, an inde-
pendent receiver, a meter calibrated as is a magnetic 
compass, and a pair of headphones. Recognising 
deficiencies that are encountered when using medium 
frequencies on any type of direction-finding equip-
ment (so-called “night” effect and others), the present 
airborne ADF has considerable uses. This was far 
from the case with the DH86 equipment. In the first 
the “loop” was not by itself rotatable. The wire form-
ing the loop was wound round the inside of the back 
freight locker. The only possible means of “rotating” 
the loop was to rotate the aircraft. In a dire emergen-
cy this might have been [an] acceptable proposition. 
However, any thought of normally swinging the nose 
of an aircraft to and fro over possibl[y] 90°, particu-
larly with passengers aboard, was quite unacceptable. 
Apart from this disability, which was pronounced 
in itself, there was no independent receiver nor was 
there anything approaching reliability in the “sensing” 
facilities. For practical purposes it was impossible, 
even were some form of bearing obtained, to deter-
mine whether the signals were coming from ahead or 
astern. I experimented with a loop in the nose locker 
with slightly better but still unacceptable results. I 
heard that Imperial Airways were having good results 

with this type of DF equipment in their AW 15 aircraft 
west of Singapore. I made two voluntary runs between 
Singapore and Alor Star with Imperials but I could not 
be convinced that their DF results were better than 
ours. In fact the swinging to and fro of an AW 15 was 
a major operation, slow and tedious, and to my way of 
thinking totally unacceptable for a passenger-carrying 
aircraft. After about a year of seriously trying to make 
the DF on the DH80s work satisfactorily, we gave it 
away and dismantled the “loop” in the back locker 
where it was a hindrance when loading baggage and 
cargo.

I now turn for a few minutes to the actual use of the 
equipment discussed above.

During each flight from Brisbane to Singapore and 
return, we transmitted half-hourly position reports. 
While there was one service a week the transmission 
times were at 18 and 48 minutes past each hour. When 
the second weekly service commenced, that service 
took on 03 and 53 minutes past the hour as its sched-
uled reporting times. We gave our known or D/R 
[dead reckoning] position plus an ETA, or amended 
ETA as appropriate. While there was no levity in our 
communications, there were occasionally exchanges 
of a personal or semi-personal nature. I recall that 
when the Camooweal Postmaster (Harold Stiff, and 
a personal friend) became a part of the “system” in 
1935, I had but to add to our position report the letters 
“FWS” (my initials) to be sure that the Rylies would 
have ready for me a plate of sausages and eggs when 
we landed for breakfast.

Usually someone along the track would receive our 
report, be it the Coastal Radio Station at Brisbane, 
Darwin, Soerabaya or Batavia; the aeronautical station 
at Palembang; the RAF station at Singapore, or a 
radio amateur such as Eddie (brother of QEA Neville) 
Hagarty at Longreach, or perhaps Don Shearer, an 
enthusiastic School Teacher at Quamby near Cloncur-
ry. I always carried with me a home-made portable 
receiver specially adapted to receive QEA aircraft 
transmissions. At Darwin I was usually able to hear the 
aircraft throughout most of the flights [from] Brisbane 
to Singapore and return. At Brisbane and Singapore 
I could usually hear them when they were within the 
nearer half of the flight. There were few, and widely 
spaced, ground stations capable of responding to the 
aircraft transmissions and in any event, quite often, 
transmissions were not heard by anyone, but only 
because nobody was listening.

The weakest links in the communication chain were 
between Roma and Daly Waters wherein no ground 
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station, supposing the aircraft transmissions had been 
heard, [was] capable of transmitting on the aircraft 
frequencies, and between Rambang (Lombok Island) 
and the Sumatra coastline north of Batavia. In this lat-
ter area we were required to take our place with ships 
at sea and “fight” for attention from the Soerabaya and 
Batavia Coastal Radio Stations. I would demonstrate 
this unsatisfactory state of affairs by the following 
short story. On one occasion that I clearly recall, I 
asked Soerabaya for a local weather report. We were 
then about 150 miles east of Soerabaya. We finally re-
ceived the weather report at a position about 150 miles 
west of Soerabaya. In the meantime we had landed at 
Soerabaya, exchanged mails, refuelled and proceeded 
on our way.

The standard of aeronautical communications on the 
Brisbane to Singapore route, particularly during 1935 
and 1936, was of a very low order. The real weakness 
lay in the fact that, apart from Palembang in Sumatra, 
there was not one reasonably equipped aeronauti-
cal communication station. The DH86 equipment, 
accepting certain inadequate elements by today’s 
standards, was itself quite good. Given sufficient ade-
quately equipped ground stations along the Brisbane 
to Singapore route we should never have been out of 
communication with the ground. The airborne equip-
ment, which was of Marconi origin, was remarkably 
reliable, robust, and in the hands of qualified radio 
operators extremely efficient. There were occasions, 
however, when we could have called our heads off; 
we could have been “in the drink”, or we could have 
been “down” in the tiger country between Cloncurry 
and Mt Isa, or around Lombok and Bali, and nobody 
would have known that anything was amiss until we 
failed to arrive somewhere. Fortunately we always did 
arrive but this was due to other factors. There was the 
high standard of aircraft maintenance; strict but fair 
discipline; responsible supervision; and (although I 
had the honour to be one of them) an outstanding set 
of crew members who pulled well together; and overall 
Management that “saw fair play”.

I cannot at this stage provide details of type and serial 
numbers. If these are required some research will be 
necessary. In the meantime I shall give a short running 
commentary on the equipment and touch upon its 
uses.

There were two receivers and one transmitter. Neither 
the receivers nor the transmitter were “crystal con-
trolled”. The transmitter was of the type known then as 
MOPA (master oscillator power amplifier). It could be 
used on straight CW (continuous wave), ICW (inter-
rupted continuous wave), or on voice. For several rea-

sons that I shall not go into here, the voice transmis-
sions were not satisfactory and, apart from some initial 
testing, were not used. Morse was the main means of 
communication.

The transmitter was capable of being “tuned” over a 
fairly wide range in two steps. On the high-frequen-
cy side the coverage was from somewhere about 4 
megacycles up to about 8.5 megacycles. The frequency 
in use could not (due to certain inadequacies in the 
equipment) be precisely set nor having set the fre-
quency could one be sure that, when next the trans-
mitter was switched on, the same frequency would be 
available. Normally, on the high-frequency side, we 
used something around 6540 kilocycles, which proved 
to be a most satisfactory frequency for the purpose. 
Indeed, when I later went to DCA, I was instrumental 
in having 6540 kilocycles retained throughout Austral-
ia as the “emergency” frequency which was guarded 
by every aeradio station, which procedure still applied 
when I retired from DCA in 1963. On the low-fre-
quency side the frequency coverage extended from 
somewhere about 280 kilocycles to something around 
600 kilocycles. We used 333 kcs for D/F [direction 
finding] when such ground facilities were available 
and for communication with ground stations (except 
Soerabaya and Batavia, of which more later) when 
high frequency was not suitable or not necessary. We 
also used it from time to time to “natter” between 
QEA aircraft when passing each other en route. We 
used 500 kcs (now a maritime distress and calling 
frequency) for occasional communication with ships 
at sea. I had a friend who was Wireless Operator at 
that time on the SS Marella, a BP steamer that traded 
between Melbourne and Singapore via the east coast. 
Whenever Marella was in the area anywhere between 
Brisbane and Singapore I could be sure of making 
wireless contact with that ship. 500 kcs was also used 
for communication with the Coastal Radio Stations 
at Soerabaya and Batavia. There was then no other 
station in Java with whom we could communicate. 
Working on 500 kcs, however, had its problems as we 
were forced to “fight” for a place on the air against 
many ships at sea and all wanting priority, and most 
of the ships having a transmitter power far in excess of 
ours – a ratio of something around 30 to 1.

On the receiving side, one receiver covered both 
high frequency and medium frequency. We could 
receive, by tuning the receiver, either 335 kcs or 500 
kcs. High frequency, however, was seldom used for 
reception simply because, due to a lack of bonding and 
ignition screening in the aircraft, “noise level” in the 
headphones was too high in comparison with signal 
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level. There were occasions, however, when it would 
work but usually this was when it was least needed. 
Occasionally I would tune in to an amateur band and 
contact an enthusiastic amateur probably thousands 
of miles away from me. Once I recall, when flying 
between Mt Isa and Camooweal during the early hours 
of one morning, establishing good high-frequency 
communication with another friend who happened to 
be a light keeper at Gabo Island – Bob Jordan by name.

The second receiver was provided as a part of the 
aircraft’s D/F facilities. As a receiver it was very good 
when used with the aircraft’s normal trailing aerial. 
The weakness in the D/F facilities aboard the aircraft 
rested squarely on the type of D/F “loop” installed. 
Now, in these enlightened times and over the past 
few years, the aircraft “loop” aerial is compact, easily 
rotated and adequately designed. Our “loop” was not 
like the modern version. It consisted of about 20 turns 
of stranded, rubber-insulated wire wound on formers 
around the inside of the after freight locker. There 
was no means by which the loop could be rotated 
other than to rotate [the aircraft] (swing the nose to 
and from over about 90°) and hope to get a bearing. 
In addition, the wire that formed the loop somehow 
could not be kept rigid, and as a result it bounced 
about in turbulence. I made a strenuous effort to get 
bearings on this equipment but, for one thing, few cap-
tains were prepared to swing the aircraft to and fro as 
I have just outlined. If there were passengers this was 
a most disconcerting procedure. I heard that Imperial 
Airways were having some success with this type of 
equipment in their AW 15 type aircraft so I made two 
voluntary runs with them between Singapore and Alor 
Star to see for myself. Provided the aircraft was swung 
rather violently to and fro, there was a little better 
result in the AW 15 but still far from good. We eventu-
ally took the so-called loop out of the DH86s and used 
the receiver only as a stand-by to the normal (medium 
frequency) receiver. In the meantime I had tried an 
experimental loop in the front freight locker but, while 
it proved a little better than the loop in the back locker, 
the need to swing the aircraft to and fro made it a 
completely unsatisfactory arrangement.

On the actual operating side, as I said earlier, Morse 
was the essential means of communication. Each of 
the First Officers, and at least one captain at that time, 
held a First Class Wireless Licence. A lack of ground 
stations was our real problem particularly and strange-
ly within Australia. When the QEA service to Sin-
gapore commenced operation, the following ground 
radio facilities were available:

Brisbane. The Coastal Radio Station opened a listen-

ing watch on 6540 kcs for 3 minutes each half hour 
during the first day’s flight (Brisbane to Cloncurry). 
We transmitted a position report each half hour. 
Between Brisbane and about Roma we could work 
two-way with Brisbane, but after Roma we could not 
receive [owing to] distance. During the second day’s 
flight (Cloncurry to Darwin) we again transmitted a 
report each half hour which Darwin Coastal Radio 
Station copied. Upon reaching the vicinity of Bird-
um we again were able to work two-way, this time 
with Darwin. On the two-days’ flight from Darwin 
to Singapore we sent a position report each half hour 
as we did while crossing Australia. Between Darwin 
and Koepang, Darwin kept a continuous watch and, 
usually (being over water) we were able to maintain 
two-way contact until landing [at] Koepang. Koepang 
itself had a makeshift transmitter/receiver which 
provided some sort of a service while we flew between 
Koepang and Rambang. I personally, however, encour-
aged both Darwin and Broome Coastal Radio Stations 
to watch for us over this section and seldom missed 
making a contact with one or the other of those two 
stations. From departure [from] Rambang to a po-
sition some 100 miles or so beyond Batavia we were 
required to fall back on the shipping frequencies, as 
mentioned above. Once we were well past Batavia, we 
could, normally, work Palembang, which was the only 
properly equipped and manned aeronautical radio 
station between Brisbane and Singapore. Even Singa-
pore itself was an RAF station that gave us civilians a 
second-grade service if they had RAF exercises under 
way. We held on to Palembang to the last possible 
moment and changed over to Singapore only for a 
last-minute weather report and to give a final ETA. 
These circumstances persisted for almost two years, 
after which a much improved service (with added 
equipment) was provided by Darwin and, still later, 
by Brisbane. The unsatisfactory gap between Koepang 
and Palembang still existed when I left QEA after 3 
years’ service and 72 crossings of the affected area. 
With the lack of really good radio services on the Bris-
bane–Singapore run I am amazed, when I look back, 
that never was an aircraft lost nor, as far as I know, a 
single person injured. Although I was one of them, 
the crews who flew that route did a really marvellous 
job with, admittedly, a marvellously reliable aircraft 
maintained by a dedicated ground crew. In retrospect 
I am indeed proud to have been associated with the 
birth of QEA.

Palembang, the next radio station on the route, if the 
operator had been advised of our movements, was an 
oasis in the desert. He was equipped with a good set of 
equipment, including direction-finding facilities and, 
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once alerted, kept a good watch and set a high stand-
ard of operating efficiency. Whether or not we went 
into Palembang for fuel or bypassed the place on a 
direct track for Singapore, the operators at Palembang 
were always (in my experience) helpful in all respects. 
The final station was at Singapore, which was operated 
by the RAF. Normally he gave reasonable service but 
this standard fell off when there were RAF exercises 
in the area. A shortage of trained radio personnel was 
usually given as a reason for this falling off of standard.

In addition to the official stations mentioned above, I 
always carried with me a home-made portable receiver 
and spent many hours watching the progress of QEA 
aircraft. At Singapore I could normally start to receive 
the aircraft after departure westbound from Koepang 
and hold the aircraft eastbound to about Rambang. At 
Darwin I could normally hear the aircraft, although 
not always copy all details due to weak signals, almost 
anywhere between Brisbane and Singapore. It might 
reasonably be asked why, if I could do this, could 
recognised stations [not] do likewise? There are several 
reasons, perhaps the main being that I, as the senior 
QEA radio man, had a keen interest in proceedings. 
I would “struggle” to hear and if possible read signals 
that would often be passed over as useless by the oper-
ator (particularly those outside Australia) that had no 
more than a bread-and-butter interest.

By present-day standards, QEA, during the DH86 
operations, were often “out of communication” and, 
if the present-day SAR [search and rescue] alerting 
service [had] been operating, too often would DH86S 
[have] been “overdue”. The DH86s, even with their 
radio weaknesses in some respects, were fully capable 
of maintaining two-way communication.

I would turn now, for a few minutes, to the actual use 
of the equipment discussed above.

Throughout each flight [from] Brisbane to Singapore 
and return, we transmitted half-hourly position re-
ports on 6540 kilocycles. Someone usually heard these 
reports, either the Brisbane Coastal Radio Station, an 
amateur radio operator at Longreach by name Eddie 
Hagarty (and a brother of Nevil[le], a QEA engineer), 
the Radio Postmaster at Camooweal, the Coastal Ra-
dio Station at Darwin, a part-time station at Koepang, 
the Coastal Radio Stations at Soerabaya or Batavia, 
the aeronautical (and only one on the route) station 
at Palembang, or the RAF station at Singapore. Over 
some of the route, however, we could not obtain ac-
knowledgements for these reports. We could normally 
receive Brisbane on 333 kilocycles as far as Roma. 
During the first years or so and until the Postmaster 
at Camooweal was authorised to communicate with 
us, our next two-way contact would be with Darwin 
from a position near Birdum. We were able, normal-
ly, to maintain two-way contact with Darwin from 
departure there until landing [in] Koepang. Between 
Koepang and Soerabaya via Rambang there was some 
“hit and miss”. Broome Coastal Radio Station, al-
though not a recognised station in the scheme, could 
often be contacted after applying a little communica-
tion “noise”. Soerabaya and Batavia, although author-
ised stations, treated us on equivalent terms with ships 
at sea. We took our turn. Our speed of around 135 
knots meant nothing to the operators at Soerabaya 
and Batavia, who were used to working with ships 
operating at speeds probably little higher than 10 or 
12 knots. I recall asking Soerabaya for a local weather 
report while we were about 100 miles to the east, and 
receiving the report when we were about 100 miles to 
the west, having in the meantime landed, refuelled, 
and departed again.
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After leaving Qantas in August 1937, Fred joined the 
Department of Civilian Aviation (DCA) as a Communi-
cations Officer. His initial role was to set up an effective 
radio communications network across Australia, and 
this involved much travelling. To make his time more 
productive, he frequently piloted himself in aircraft hired 
from private operators, being qualified to fly DH60, 

1937, Department of Civil Aviation

DH82, DH80, DH83, DH86, DH90, Stinson, DC2, 
DC3, Monospar, Lockheed 10, Lockheed 14 and Short 
Brothers flying boat. His last turn at “handling the stick” 
was as one of a selected group of “older civilian aircrew” 
who flew one of the many Catalina aircraft, built in San 
Diego, to Australia during the early part of WW2.

Above: Aerial view of Goroka, New Guinea, 1950s. Below: Junkers JU52, Minj, New Guinea, 1950s.
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“A utilitarian DC3 en route Lae to Rabaul. Anything up to 30 natives complete with bundles, dogs etc. travel this way.”

New Guinea highland men and boys and aeroplane, Minj, 1950s.
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Owing to his expertise in both radio and flying, Fred was 
called up to the RAAF on 23 July 1942 as a Flying Officer, 
later promoted to Flight Lieutenant, on “administrative 

1942–1945, Royal Australian Air Force

and special duties”. He served mostly in Queensland and 
New Guinea. During this time he divorced Cecily and 
married Nance.

Fred in uniform, around 1943. Fred (far right) on duty with RAAF, at Morotai, New Guinea, around 1943.

RAAF march in Brisbane, 16 March 1945. Fred is marked by a small red dot near his feet.
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“Reputed to be the mother-ship of the Japanese midget submarines that attacked Sydney, now afloat again in Rabaul Harbour [1950s].”
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1945, Old ghosts at Daly Waters

In the days before COM Supervisors, when we were 
“one happy family” directed, guided, employed and 
transferred by a central “Radio Inspector”, it fell to my 
lot to investigate a staff matter at Daly Waters. I sent 
the SCO [Senior Communications Officer] south and 
took over the station pending the arrival of the new 
SCO. One of the first obvious jobs to be done was to 
clean out old records, logs, newspapers, magazines, u/s 
[unserviceable] tubes, burnt-out resistors etc.

Old papers were piled into a 44 gallon petrol drum 
serving as an incinerator, and to make a good bonfire 
an enthusiastic COM officer assisting me suggested 
splashing some kerosene on the papers. Unfortunate-
ly, my enthusiastic assistant selected petrol instead of 
kerosene – a loud “boomp” resulted, and there was I 
minus eyebrows, moustache and some skin plus a sore 
eye. Daly Waters was really burned into my soul.

My ghost story concerns Karumba, the old and now 
discarded Flying Boat Base some miles down the river 
from Normanton. I was there when the Prime Min-
ister of the day and the present Prime Minister, Mr 
Menzies, was heard on Radio Australia to broadcast: 
“It is my mournful duty to announce that Great Britain 
is at war with Germany.”

Security measures were immediately introduced at 
Karumba and an armed guard [was] mounted! As, 
however, the only lethal weapon on the base was a 
lonely .303 rifle it was necessary to make a strategic de-
cision as to whether the living quarters or the remote 
transmitters should be protected; the remote transmit-
ters won. Having completed my task at Karumba and 
awaiting south-bound transport I volunteered to take 
the first guard doggo.

The night was quiet; all was peaceful and war seemed 
to be and in fact was far away. There was an occa-
sional rustle of leaves as the sea breeze gently tossed 
the branches of the high trees; an occasional wallaby 
collided with the wire fence that surrounded the trans-
mitter building. At 2 am I boiled the billy on a primus 
stove and made tea. Again all was quiet and peaceful 
as I “did my rounds” and inspected the grounds for in-
truders. As I re-entered the building to enjoy my hard-
earned cup of tea a “terrific crash” rent the air; the 
hairs at the back of my neck stood erect; I brought my 
trusted .303 to the ready and awaited developments. 
Seconds of suspense that seemed like hours followed 
until I realised that the handle of the billy that had 
been standing erect had toppled down and “crashed” 
against the side of the billy. I am now convinced that 
the greatest amplifier of sound is one’s mind; you 

cannot even guess how much amplification my mind 
gave to that tinny sound. I later discovered that the 
safety catch of the .303 was “on” and perhaps that was 
fortunate should a friend and not a foe have appeared 
on the scene. May the ghosts of Karumba, and Groote 
Island [sic] and the other Flying Boat Bases live on and 
may they remind us from time to time of a phase of 
civil flying, outstanding though it was, that will never 
come again.

Local newspaper 1945.



Frederick William Stevens MBE

69

Left to right: Frederick William Stevens, Nancy Alumward Sim, Jess Cooper (good friend of Nance’s), Archibald Victor (‘Vic’) Sim (brother of Nance and father of Kay Sim),
7 April 1945, St Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, Brisbane.
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Following the end of WW2, Fred was released back 
to DCA, where he worked for the next 16 years as a 
superintendent of wireless communications in Australia 
and what later became PNG. He was often away from 
home. This had become a bone of contention during 
the 1930s, when he was away flying and left Cecily and 
their two children home in Brisbane, where she knew 
nobody. Back in Melbourne in the early 1940s, with Fred 
in New Guinea more often than not with the RAAF, 
Cecily found “other interests”. An acquaintance took her 
along to a hospital where she visited wounded soldiers 
convalescing. There Cecily met David Davidson, who 
had likely developed “shell shock” in WW1. It’s not clear 
whether David served in WW2 also. Cecily decided to 
leave Fred and took up with David in around 1943 (she 
was listed as next of kin in 1942 but not in 1945). This 
caused enormous ructions in the family, and their son 
George found it necessary to leave home at 16 and run 
away to sea. Their divorce was granted on 2 May 1944, 
with David as co-respondent.

Back in Brisbane, it seems that Fred visited the Union 
Jack Club, at 183 Wickham Terrace, an establishment 
founded to offer lodging and services to members of the 
armed forces; perhaps he stayed there when he was not 
away on service. He met Nancy Alumward Sim, who 
worked there as a volunteer, and they married on 7 April 

1945, while he still served in the RAAF. They settled in 
Brisbane after WW2, and their son, Ian Bruce Stevens, 
was born on 27 July 1947.

Fred continued to move with his work, and they moved 
to Sydney in 1952, to 83 Bangor Street, just 100 m from 
83 Berwick Street, where George met his future wife. 
George wrote: “I would visit them occasionally from 
Albatross. And on one particular occasion they told me 
about a terrible thing that had happened to a neighbour 
who lived in the street behind. He was driving home in 
his car to do a right hand turn into his street facing di-
rectly into the sunlight in the west. As he turned a young 
fellow came hooting down the road on the correct side, 
but straight into the car, which was a big old Chrysler 
weighing about 13 hundredweight, flew over the top 
and was killed. As a consequence, the fellow driving the 
car had suffered a traumatic experience and they knew 
who this fellow was, and he was a neighbour. So I went 
around there one day when I heard this, to offer my 
sympathies, and he happened to be Shirley’s father.”

Later they moved again, this time to Melbourne, where 
they stayed for the rest of Fred’s life. Their house was a 
brick bungalow in the California style at 2 Kyarra Road, 
Glen Iris, where Fred enjoyed pottering in his productive 
vegetable garden. It was demolished in the 1980s to 
widen a freeway.

1946–1966, DCA, RAAF, MBE and retirement

Fred (back left), probably with DCA staff, late 1950s.
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George, Nance, Ian and Fred, around 1952.

Aviation Institute Review.
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MBE

In the New Year’s Honours List on 1 January 1963, it 
was announced that Fred had been awarded an MBE 
for services to aviation. At the investiture, on 25 Febru-
ary 1963, HM Queen Elizabeth II bestowed his medal. 
At the same ceremony, she awarded a knighthood to 
Elisabeth Murdoch, mother of the media mogul Rupert, 
and an OBE to Bill Woodfull, the cricketer (and Cecily’s 
cousin). Fred received letters of congratulations from 
many people, including Sir Hudson Fysh, Sir Lester Brain, 
Bill Woodfull, Sir Robert Menzies (Prime Minister) and 
Harold Hold (a later Prime Minister).

Final years

Also on 1 January 1963, Fred retired officially from DCA. 
But only a year later (details are not known), he started 
work again, this time as a clerk in the Touring Records 
Section of the RACV, for which he wrote copious travel 
articles for tourists within Victoria. These articles are 
included as an appendix in this book.

He began typing these memoirs in 1965. In about 
September 1966 he suffered a heart attack. Although he 
survived that, he died of a second heart attack at home 
on 5 October 1966. He was 68 years old. His ashes are 
immured at Springvale Crematorium.

Fred’s medals. From left: MBE, 1914–15 British War Medal, Mercantile Marine War Medal, 1939–45 Pacific Star, 1939–45 War Medal, 1939–45 Austalian Service Medal.
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Fred, probably at a meeting of the Gardiner Central School board, April 1966.
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Letter to Fred from Lester Brain.
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Letter to Fred from Hudson Fysh.
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Vale Fred Stevens

Mr. Frederick William Stevens, affectionately known as 
Fred to all who worked with him, spent a life time in 
communications commencing at a very early age when 
assisting his father, who was a lighthouse keeper at 
Wilsons Promotory, to signal ships with flags and lights. 
In 1911 he started work as a PMG telegraphist and early 
in the Great War joined the Navy as a radio operator. 
After the war he obtained the first Australian Flight radio 
operators licence issued, joined Qantas and eventually 
became navigator and pilot. He also held a Flight En-
gineers licence. Tiring of the continual travel he com-
menced duty as station engineer at 4QG Brisbane before 
that station was taken over by the ABC.

During 1937, when the Civil Aviation Board was estab-
lished, Fred re-entered the Commonwealth Public Ser-
vice, as a radio inspector. During the early war years he 
was seconded to the RAAF as a signals officer and being 
a licensed pilot was active in liaison work between DCA 
and service radio stations, flying himself around in Tiger 
Moth and other similar aircraft. After the war years he 
resumed duty with the Department as Superintendent of 
Airways Operations, Brisbane Area, and then served in 
Sydney prior to promotion to the position of Superinten-
dent of Communications, Central Office.

At the end of his long career in the various spheres of 
communications, Fred was awarded the MBE in the 
Queen’s New Year honours list and received his deco-
ration from Her Majesty in person, an event which he 
referred to as ‘the proudest moment of his life’. Late in 
November 1962, Fred retired from the Department and 
it is now our sad duty to record his passing on the 5th 
October, 1966, after a short illness. To his wife and fami-
ly we extend our deepest sympathy. Vale Fred Stevens.

Brisbane Telegraph, 11 November 1966.

Official obituary.
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A Modern Pioneer

Aviation and radio communication have meant so much 
to the comfort and security of the outback that we feel 
it is fitting to pay a tribute to one who did much for both 
mediums.

Fredrick William Stevens, M.B.E., died recently at his 
home in Victoria. The son of a lighthouse keeper, he 
received part of his education at the half-time school at 
Black’s Camp Junction. His first job was as a telegraph 
messenger and perhaps it was from this that his interest 
in communications began. He enlisted in the R.A.N. in 
1915 and saw service in many areas. He was in Papua 
when the war ended and remained there until 1920, 
when he returned to Victoria. Two years later he was 
one of three men stationed on Willis Island Met. Station. 
North Queensland has known the value of this particular 
service.

1923 saw the birth of the broadcasting era and Mr. 
Stevens moved from the dot-dash-dot of wireless to the 
new field of radio transmission. He was with the first 
2FC Sydney, the first 3LO Melbourne and was Chief 
Engineer and Deputy Manager of the first 4QG Bris-
bane. Those who remember these early days ofr radio 
will recall how, when the land line for some outside 
broadcast broke down (and it usually did), the studio staff 
would keep the station open with an impromptu pro-
gramme. One of the highlights was when the Engineer 
left his control room and came to the mike to relate his 
adventures on Willis Is., in the Navy or as a boy on the 
lighthouse. Most listeners were sorry when the normal 
programme resumed, the impromptu one had been so 
interesting. Looking for fresh fields, Mr. Stevens became 
interested in aviation and in 1934 obtained a commercial 
pilot’s licence, a first class flight radio operator’s licence 
and a navigator’s licence. He was a crew member of 
the first official airmail to fly from Australia to Singapore 
and return. Later he became the first Radio Inspector 
of the Civil Aviation Board. Twenty-three years after he 
entered the public service as a messenger he returned 
in 1940 to the new Department of Aviation. During 
the second World War he saw service again with the 
R.A.A.F. ferrying Catalinas to Aust. and as a staff officer in 
Allied Headquarters. During his time with 4QG he flew 
with Lester Brain in search of Hitchcock and Anderson, 
fitting up a radio transmission set which kept the plane in 
constant touch with 4QG. He accompanied Brain again 
on the record smashing flight, for a commercial plane, 
from Sydney to Melbourne, in the fantastic time of 4 
hours and l0 minutes, beating Keith Anderson’s time by 
10 minutes.

Fred Stevens retired in 1963 after a working life full of 
drama and adventure. He saw, and was concerned in, 
some of the most drastic changes in communications the 
world had yet seen, from Morse Code to television.

The old pioneers ventured into the unknown in bullock 
wagons, on horseback and in drays, facing the hardships 
with courage and fortitude. The modern counterparts 
went aloft in ridiculous contraptions which mainly proved 
the theory that what goes up, must come down. But 
they kept going, staying aloft a little longer, travelling a 
little faster each time, until now a doctor may reach a sick 
child or an injured stockman in a matter of hours. They 
sat for hours with headphones clamped to their head 
assaulting their ears with fiendish caterwauling, crackling 
and whistling, and counted the time well spent if they 
could distinguish a human voice through the din. They 
soldered wires, took bits out and put bits in and talked 
the jargon of their time, most of it already obsolete. But 
because of them, a woman may call for help, or a lonely 
child receive the companionship of vocal contact with 
the outside world. They had the true pioneering spirit, 
difficulties were overcome promptly, the impossible took 
a little longer.

In this tribute to Fred Stevens we honour also all those 
“Magnificent Men with their Flying Machines and Wireless 
Sets” whose contribution to the welfare of Australians 
can never be measured.

Bowen Hills Historical Society Bulletin, March 1967.
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Letter of condolence from Lester Brain to Nance.
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Life in a Lonely Lighthouse

(Brisbane Daily Standard, 4 September 1926)

[This article has been reconstructed with photographs 
that approximate the originals, which are lost.]

The following interesting article specially written for 
the Standard dealing with life on a coastal lighthouse, 
and its intense loneliness is from the pen of Mr F. W. 
Stevens, chief engineer for the Queensland Radio Ser-
vice, who spent many of his early years at the Cliffy 
Island light house, Bass Strait. His present interest 
in wireless naturally brings home to him the tremen-
dous change that the discoveries in radio science 
have made in the lives of lighthouse-keepers, and he 
emphasises the point in a graphic way.

In our busy walks of life we seldom think of such 
things as lighthouses. Perhaps we read of them; or 
perhaps we go for a sea voyage and see a lighthouse 
as we pass along the coast. It all seems very romantic 
then. Perched up on a high cliff is the lighthouse, with 
white foam dashing high over the jagged rocks below. 
Close at hand are two or three dwellings and a signal 
station, and we may say, “Oh! how lonely it must be 
living there!” The lighthouse-keeper would probably 
retort: “Oh! fancy living in a city.” Lighthouses exist 
at different parts along the coast the whole world over, 
and coasts used frequently are better equipped than 
others. Places like the south coast of West Australia 
have few lighthouses, for the reason that few ships 
pass along it. When a vessel leaves Albany a course is 
set for Capo Borda, and she travels perhaps four days 
without sighting land. From Adelaide to Cape York, 
on the other hand, a vessel hugs the coast most of 
the way, and is very seldom out of sight of a light-
house. As one drops astern another is sighted ahead. 
Some few years ago each State had its own separate 
lighthouse service, but now all the lighthouses on the 
Australian coast are under Commonwealth control. 
Although this is the case, there is a subbranch in each 
State, and each State administers and attends to its 
own lights.

Periodical visits are paid to each light by a supply 
ship for the purpose of carrying stores and provisions. 
Some lighthouses are visited more frequently than 
others. This depends on their situation and need. For 
some years the little Karuah tended the Queensland 
lights, but the task grew too great for the game little 
vessel to manage. Today there are two vessels en-
gaged on this work on the Queensland coast — the 
Cape York and the Cape Leeuwin.

Lights that differ

The lights on the Queensland coast total twice as 
many as are on the coast of Victoria, New South 
Wales, and Tasmania combined, and of the 177 dif-
ferent lights on the Australian coast it is interesting 
to note that not two are alike. To the casual passenger 
they may appear alike, but it is by means of differ-
ent duration of flash and eclipse that the mariner 
distinguishes them. Some are red, some white, some 
fixed, and some flashing. One may show a flash of 
six seconds and an eclipse of three seconds, another 
may show three flashes of a second’s duration, with an 
eclipse of 10 seconds, and so on. There is a method in 
this apparent confusion. Practically the whole of the 
lighthouses on the Australian coast are built on dry 
land. In other parts of the world they are often to be 
seen on a rock away from the coast, with the base of 
the tower actually in the water. Rough weather makes 
it impossible for a boat to approach the tower, and 
communication with the outside world is entirely cut 
off.

Real loneliness

Beachy Head, on the south coast of England, has a 
lighthouse which stands out in the sea. It is visible to 
passengers on vessels trading out of London, and may 
be seen within a few hours of leaving the mouth of the 
River Thames. Another isolated light is that on Rob-
in’s Reef, which guides the shipping of the world into 
New York harbor. This light is so isolated and desolate 
that when the keeper died away back in 1887 it was 
impossible to find a man to carry on there. The wife 
of the keeper who had died, a Mrs Walker, decided to 
remain at the post which death had forced her hus-
band to abandon. Mrs Walker, with her two children, 

Appendix 1 – Published articles written by Fred

A treacherous doorstep.— Landing at and leaving light-
houses is often a dangerous proceeding. The photo shows 
the lowering of a boat into the rough seas at Cliffy Island.
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remained, and for 35 years she kept the Robin’s Reef 
light burning.

The life of the lightkeeper varies considerably with 
the situation of the lighthouse. In one case the light-
house may be close to a town, and it is then that the 
keepers enjoy most of the privileges of ordinary citi-
zens. The children can go to school and their mothers 
may enjoy a night at the pictures occasionally. It is at 
the “outside” lighthouses that the scene changes. Little 
communities consisting of two or three families live at 
those isolated lighthouses. Week in, week out, perhaps 
for three whole years these Robinson Crusoes live on 
a tiny island, or on a projection or land miles from 
civilisation.

The keepers tend the light which guides the mariner 
on his way. Each night at sundown the guiding beacon 
sends out its warning, which continues till the sun 
again lights the sky. Most lighthouses have three keep-

ers and the 24 hours are split into different watches. 
The head keeper generally keeps a look out from eight 
to noon and from 6 p.m. to 10 p.m. The remaining 16 
hours are split between the two other keepers and their 
shifts alternate each week.

Plenty of work

It is surprising what a lot can be found to occupy the 
time of the ’keepers and although they keep a watch 
for eight hours a day, almost every morning is spent 
on special work. The houses, tower, flag staff, lookout 
house, and stores have to be painted. The signal flags 
have to be mended, and gear overhauled. The appara-
tus in the lighthouse has to be kept in the utmost state 
of perfection and the magnifying prisms and reflectors 
must be spotlessly clean. The steps in the high light-
house are always scrubbed and the lookout house is 
spotlessly clean. 

There are fish to be caught, as it is weeks, sometimes, 
between the visits of the supply ship with fresh meat. 
The stray goats must be found or there will be no 
milk, the wood must be carted in and cut, and the 
garden must be cared for or there will be no vegeta-
bles. The day the supply ship arrives is the greatest 
day of all. On the Victorian coast this is called “Loch” 
day. The supply ship, Lady Loch, calls at most of the 
lighthouses once every three months. Stores, provi-
sions, coal and oil are brought by this vessel. It means 
a few days hard work for the men and older boys of 
the families, but for the younger children it is a time 
of joy. It means getting up early, even before daylight, 
and the goats are milked by the aid of a hurricane 
lamp; breakfast is served, and away down the hill to 
the landing scamper the youngsters. The Lady Loch 
has perhaps left Melbourne the morning before and 
her first port of call will be Queenscliff, to pick up a 
family which is going to one of the outside lighthous-

The Lighthouse at Cliffy Island, typical of Australia’s 
coastal beacons.

Looking down from the lighthouse on  
Watchman Island, Hauraki Gulf, New Zealand.

Overhauling and cleaning  
The unwatched light on Canoe Rock; Hauraki Gulf.
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es. The Port Phillip Heads are cleared about noon, 
and by 2 o’clock Cape Schanck is passed. The blue 
ensign is dipped by both ship and signal station as the 
Lady Loch plugs into the steady roll of Bass Strait. By 
3 a.m. the Wilson’s Promontory light is visible and 
Morse lamps exchange signals. The captain advises 
that he will send the first boat ashore at 6 a.m. Steam 
has been raised on the donkey engine the night before 
and the fires are banked.

Unloading

All hands are called at 5 a.m., and soon everything is 
in readiness. Soon the Lady Loch steams from Wa-
terloo Bay, where she had been at anchor since she 
arrived, into the little cove which shelters the landing. 
The anchor chain rattles out, and a surf boat is low-
ered and loaded with provisions, a big bag of mail, 
and papers. Some distance from the shore an anchor is 
dropped from the surf boat, and a line attached to the 
stern keeps the boat off the rocks while unloading is 
proceeding. A large crane swings out from the land-
ing with a huge basket attached to the wire rope, and 
is lowered into the boat. The wife of a new keeper is 
placed in the basket with her baby, a signal is made, 
the donkey engine puffs, and away up into midair 
swings the basket with its human freight. Gradually 
the crane swings round, and the basket is lowered on 
the rocks. Lift after lift, first stores, then sacks of coal, 
and oil for the light, and more stores until at last all is 
landed. By dinner time the Lady Loch is on her way to 
Cliffy Island, and the other eastern lighthouses. So the 
life on a lighthouse goes on, and there is little time to 
worry about isolation.

Wireless a boon

The wings of science have brought many changes to 
the lives of all men, but it is wireless telephony which 
has perhaps brought the most pleasure. Several light-
keepers have their own receiving sets, and enjoy the 
programmes from the different broadcasting stations. 

They can also hear the latest news, and hear the results 
of the Melbourne Cup a few seconds after it has been 
run, but they are unable to communicate with the out-
side world. A few years ago a fire broke out on Cliffy 
Island, some 20 miles from the coast. A lady was bad-
ly burned, and it was many hours before Morse lamp 
communication with Wilson’s Promontory brought 
medical aid. It is now said that the Commonwealth 
lighthouse service has decided to supply small trans-
mitting sets to some of the more isolated stations, and 
that a commencement will be made with Cliffy Island, 
Deal Island, and Wilson’s Promontory, on the Victo-
rian coast. Messages to and from the two islands will 
be handled by Wilson’s Promontory, which is connect-
ed through Foster, in Gippsland, with Melbourne by 
means of telephone. Three of the photos reproduced 
were taken at the barren little Cliffy Island, which is 
well worthy of its name.

Let’s Put the Clock Back

(Aviation Institute Review June 1959, 7–9)

It seems not so long ago that we bought our kerosene 
in bottles or in a four-gallon tin, trimmed the old 
buggy lamps, harnessed the horse and took the girl 
friend to a country dance. It is now the jet age when 
thousands of gallons of kerosene are pumped into an 
aircraft and we are carried across the world in a matter 
of hours.

In this fast moving jet age now upon us in these times 
of large streamlined aircraft perhaps we are inclined 
too quickly to forget that but a few short years have 
passed since the aircraft that blazed our overseas trail, 
Brisbane to Singapore and return, occupied four days 
in each direction. This job will soon be done by Boe-
ing 707s almost between sunrise and sunset.

It was on the morning of Christmas Day, December 
25, 1934, that the first Australian crew left Brisbane to 
survey the Brisbane–Singapore route. It was on Febru-
ary 22, 1935, that the first of the aircraft built specially 
for the air-mail route to Singapore, a DH86, VH-USF, 
set out from Darwin on the first official service. This 
aircraft arrived back in Darwin with the first official 
inward mail carried by Australian aircraft and Austra-
lian crew on February 26, 1935.

The DH86, equipped with four 6-cylinder inverted 
Gypsy engines and with a seating capacity of 10 and 
sometimes a load capacity of one or two passengers 
and a crew of 2 has been spoken of as a wood and 
wire aeroplane; that, putting it mildly, is a libel. The 
DH86 had its shortcomings but what aeroplane does 
not? Perhaps the DH86 was a little temperamental at 

A general view of Cliffy Island, showing lighthouse and 
quarters.
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take-off but once off the ground she could be flown in 
anything but severe turbulence with two fingers on the 
‘stick’. She would fly from Darwin to Koepang across 
the Timor Sea on little more fuel than now needed to 
get a large jet into the air. Five DH86s, VH-USC, VH-
USD, VH-USF, VH-USE and VH-UUA, carried mail 
and passengers on our overseas airmail route between 
Brisbane and Singapore over several years and never 
harmed a soul. In fair weather and foul, through a 
genuine cyclone over the Timor Sea indeed, through 
the dry heat of western Queensland and the rains of 
the tropics; in and out of small fields such as Roma, 
Winton, Brunette Downs and Newcastle Waters then 
were [sic]; without radio navigational aids and very 
little in the way of communications facilities; with 
crews that worked up to 16 or more hours per day four 
days in a row; with all this and more the DH86 and 
those that flew and maintained them laid the founda-
tion stones upon which the jet age aeroplane of today 
will operate.

There were good days with the bad; there was some 
fun with the hard work. Let us, therefore, look back 
on a flight from Brisbane to Singapore remembering 
however that there were no automatic pilots; there 
were no hosties to serve meals and indeed sometimes 
there was little in the way of wholesome meals; there 
were all too often no ground crews to handle mail and 
baggage; there were no booking agents at some of the 
smaller stopping places and sometimes the nearest 
maintenance engineer was a thousand miles or more 
away. Remember too that although two pilots’ licenc-
es, a navigator’s licence and a 1st Class Flight Radio 
Operator’s and a Division “X” Radio licence must 
be aboard, these must necessarily be held within a 
total crew of two; flight crews were of necessity multi 
qualified.

On our sample flight we are out of bed around 3.30 
a.m. in time to collect the ship’s papers at the office, 
call at the GPO for outgoing mail, carefully supervise 
the loading of the aircraft with special emphasis on 
balance, collect passengers’ tickets, ensure that a few 
spare newspapers for helpful agents along the way are 
aboard, and do the other hundred and one things nec-
essary for a 6 a.m. departure. The weather is fine. The 
forecast is for strong south easterlies; the found winds 
are strong north westerlies but we guessed they would 
be and had planned accordingly. After a call at Roma 
for fuel and a cup of tea with egg sandwiches on we 
go to Charleville where steak and eggs are awaiting us 
for lunch on the aerodrome.

The connecting service from Cootamundra with 
the Sydney & Melbourne mail is late so we amuse 

ourselves by scraping mud from the wheels and spats 
which mud has resulted from local unseasonable rain. 
In due course we depart some two hours late because 
of the late arrival of the connecting service; we send 
feathers flying as we fly through kite hawks riding the 
updraughts of western Queensland. At Blackall, our 
next port of call to put down a passenger, the agent, a 
local garage man, is not at the aerodrome. Someone 
fires a Verey signal hoping the agent will see it and 
hasten. The Verey signal sets the grass afire so we 
hasten instead! Longreach for afternoon tea but we 
must first “shoot up” the aerodrome in the hope of 
hunting a mob of goats clear of the runway. Onward 
to Winton and the sun is setting as we leave there on 
the last leg of the day to Cloncurry. The ’Curry airway 
rotating light soon comes up ahead. After seeing the 
passengers into cars (or perhaps one car that makes 
two or three trips to town), ensuring that the aircraft 
is secured and the mail locked away we are free for a 
late dinner and a sleep.

Next morning we are astir about 4 am and, after a cup 
of tea and toast in the hotel kitchen, the local mail is 
collected from a very sleepy boy at the Post Office. It 
is not yet light as we leave Cloncurry for Mt Isa and 
then Camooweal for breakfast. Daylight soon comes 
in and we can see the smoke stack of the Mt Isa mine 
– a useful navigational aid when approaching from the 
east. This week we drop mail and freight at Anthony’s 
Lagoon; the next service will do this at Alexandria 
Station. On this occasion we have a car axle to drop. 
We hear later that it went straight in and that it was 
recovered only after three days’ hard digging. Onward 
again; Brunette Downs for morning tea, thence New-
castle Waters and so to Daly Waters for lunch. Be-
tween Daly Waters and Darwin we spy Doctor Fenton 
in his Moth; we fly close by and exchange greetings 
by sign language and give the good Doctor a taste of 
our slipstream – very foolish but good fun.

At Darwin there is a maintenance crew so the mail is 
moved to the Post Office while the aircraft is inspect-
ed. During the evening we visit the Met man and his 
wife and enjoy recorded music and a yarn; we also 
discuss tomorrow’s weather which is not particularly 
promising. At 3 a.m. we are astir and after a boiled 
egg and tea we call at the Post Office for a truck load 
of mail. Loading, Customs clearances etc. complet-
ed we take off into darkness and immediately leave 
behind “sunny Australia”. We pass Cape Fourcroy on 
DR and set course for Koepang heading into heavy 
rain and clouds down on the waves. Through a break 
in the low clouds we take a drift sight and lay off 5 
more degrees of drift. Onward we plod with an eye on 



Frederick William Stevens MBE

85

the clock; it is soon time to come down to wave tops 
and watch for the coast ahead. Ah! there is the coast; 
pull up, cross the Island and feel our way down the 
other side, to breakfast and re-fuel. We are greeted by 
the usual sightseers – shaggy men on shaggy Timor 
ponies; men with knives in their belts and men whose 
thoughts would be difficult to imagine.

In the air again, onward over Sumba Island and 
Waingapoe; onward round the corner of Sumbawa to 
a landing at Rambang on Lombok Island where the 
monkeys climb on the fence posts surrounding the 
aerodrome and chatter and shake their fists at us as we 
taxi in. The run from Rambang to Surabaya is short; a 
mere couple of hours in the air and we are again soon 
free to enjoy a night’s rest. We have lost two and a bit 
hours today due to ‘change of time’ so when we turn 
in at 9 pm at Surabaya the clocks in Darwin show 
something after 11 pm; we have, therefore been alert 
for a total of 20 hours.

Next morning we are called soon after 3 a.m. and find 
in the hotel dining room a menu that is difficult to de-
scribe; there are eggs cooked in about twenty different 
ways, cold meat, hot meat, curry and stew. We have an 
omelette and coffee.

Will we clear those bamboos at the end of the field? 
Yes, we make it with the second dickie almost forcing 
the throttles through the windscreen. On again past 
Samarang with myriads of fishing boats in the bay 
as the first light breaks through thunder clouds to the 
east. On past Cheribon; on over the canals; on over 
paddy fields and timber forests; on past tiny villages 
built in extinct volcano craters high in the mountains; 
on across Java to Batavia that is now Djakarta for 
breakfast and to fill our tanks to capacity for the long 
haul to Singapore. Towering woolpacks through the 
valleys of which we twist and turn trying to remain 
VFR. Finally we bore into heavy rain with lightning 
flashes on all sides. Two pairs of eyes are glued to the 
bank and turn indicator and the rev. counter. We pass 
Muntok on Babka Island; we hope we do anyway as 
the clock says we should. The turbulence has eased so 
it seems that we are out over the water again. A break 
ahead; the rain eases to a fine drizzle. Ah, yes, there 
is Singapore on track on time. Soon we can relax to 
the strains of a Viennese waltz played by an Austrian 
band, enjoy a dinner prepared by a Swiss chef and 
served by a Malayan boy on English china, refreshed 
in the meantime by a haircut and shampoo by a Japa-
nese barber followed by Scotch and soda. Let us enjoy 
this relaxation for we must soon retrace our steps to 
Brisbane.

The “Rip”

(Aviation Institute Review September 1965, 11–13)

The story of the Rip, that narrow turbulent treacherous 
and sometimes death-dealing whirlpool that connects 
Port Phillip Bay with the ocean outside, began for the 
white man 163 years ago. However, before the white 
man came and perhaps before aborigines hunted along 
its shores, Port Phillip Bay as we know it today might 
have been a lake separated at its southern extremity 
from the ocean by a sandstone barrier.

How, when or why the lake, if indeed it did exist, 
became a bay is something for the scientist to ponder. 
It is interesting to note, nevertheless, that some sand-
stone formations do change in shape and size within 
a lifetime. It is conceivable therefore that a sandstone 
barrier that once might have existed between Port 
Phillip Heads could have been worn away as the seas 
and the centuries rolled by and given us the “Rip” as 
we know it today.

Towards the end of 1801, HMS Lady Nelson under 
the command of Lt. Grant had been sent to Australia 
on an exploratory and surveying mission. Lt. Grant, 
en route to Port Jackson, sighted and named Portland 
Bay, Cape Otway and Cape Schanck but he did not 
realize that Port Phillip Bay existed. Later, Lady Nel-
son now under the command of Lt. Murray returned 
westward and, having been forced to seek shelter, an-
chored in Western Port Bay. When the weather moder-
ated, Murray sent his Mate, Mr Bowen, in a whaleboat 
to investigate the coast between Cape Schanck and 
Cape Otway.

It was on February 1, 1802, that Mr Bowen discovered 
and sailed through the Rip and, upon returning to his 
ship, reported that “a noble sheet of water” existed in-
side the entrance. Lt. Murray soon got under way and, 
on February 15, 1802, brought the first sailing vessel 
through the rip into Port Phillip Bay. Two months later 
the great navigator Matthew Flinders also entered the 
Bay but it was not until October 9, 1803, that the Col-
lins colonising expedition with 300 convicts anchored 
off Sorrento to be. Apparently Collins did not appre-
ciate the sand dunes nor the lack of fresh water as he 
soon took his convicts to Van Diemen’s Land.

During the short Collins visit some of his convicts 
escaped. One returned, two were never heard of again, 
but the fourth, William Buckley, re-appeared 32 years 
later. We shall meet Mr Buckley again later in this 
story.

Little was done to establish a settlement on the shores 
of Port Phillip Bay for some years. However, John 
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Batman, an adventurous young man of Van Diemen’s 
Land across Bass Strait, disregarding all opposition 
to settlement by the Port Jackson government, on 
May 29, 1835, passed through the Rip en route to his 
“place for a village”. Thus Port Phillip Heads slowly 
gained recognition and the flow of shipping through 
the Rip began.

Of Point Lonsdale to the west of the Rip and Point 
Nepean to the east, the latter is of little consequence 
in this story. Point Lonsdale on the other hand has an 
interesting history but to put it in its right perspective, 
Queenscliff, three miles to the north, must first be 
introduced.

Queenscliff, although not yet carrying that name, 
was conceived in 1842. In that year, during a sur-
vey of Port Phillip Bay by Captain Hobson (after 
who Hobson’s Bay is named) in HMS Rattlesnake, 
a Master Gunner by name Shortland drew attention 
to a prominent headland. Perhaps out of respect for 
the Master Gunner, or perhaps because there was no 
other suitable name readily available, this headland 
and the peninsula that adjoined it were given the name 
“Shortland’s Bluff.” This name was carried forward to 
the first settlement in the area.

But eight years were to pass before settlement com-
menced. In 1850 a Mr James Stephens obtained a 
Government lease of Shortland’s Bluff and, having 
built himself a house there, moved in with his wife 
and mother. However, isolation and monotony soon 
drove this family away and for a time the holding was 
left in the hands of a stockman who provided fresh 
meat to passing sailing ships.

In September 1851, a family named Dod, having 
arrived at Geelong from England in the clipper ship 
Statesman, met Mr Stephens and soon negotiated a 
transfer of the Shortland’s Bluff Lease. Two days were 
spent in cutting a track from Geelong to the property 
20 miles away and this suggests that Stephens, when 
he built his house, brought the material by sea and not 
overland from Geelong.

By this time it was approaching 18 years since Bat-
man chose his “place for a village”. In the meantime 
the population of Melbourne, and Geelong, was 
growing apace and soon a demand arose for a seaside 
resort. In 1852 Shortland’s Bluff was selected as a 
suitable site. It was surveyed, cut up, sold to willing 
buyers many from the goldfields with funds to spare, 
and re-named Queenscliff after Queen Victoria. Soon 
Cobb and Co. coaches and the first of the “Bay” 
steamers were bringing holiday makers to the seaside.

Mr Dod, the first permanent settler at Queenscliff, 
became the first Postmaster there in 1854. A son 
followed in his footsteps and held the joint position 
of Postmaster and Signals Master until 1884. Several 
headstones in the Point Lonsdale cemetery carry the 
name of Dod but these seem to be the only memorials 
to the family that took the first hand in shaping the 
destiny of one of our popular seaside areas.

Although settlement did not get under way until 1852, 
a lighthouse was built at Shortland’s Bluff in 1842. 
This was a wooden structure with an oil-burning lamp. 
With the introduction of a second lighthouse to give 
a lead through the Rip, the older light became known 
as the “lower” light while the new one took on the 
designation “higher” light.

An adequate supply of fresh water proved to be a 
problem during the early development of Queenscliff, 
and the surrounding district. At first, wooden barrels 
sunk in the earth near The Springs midway between 
Queenscliff and Point Lonsdale were used to collect 
seepage water. It was not until 1889 that the first pub-
lic-water supply was laid down.

Fishing and boat-building both were developed as 
organised industries at Queenscliff. For a time the 
crayfish and barracouta, caught outside the Rip, were 
sent to the Melbourne market by sea. The opening of 
the Queenscliff to Geelong railway on February 21, 
1878, was a great event for it enabled the fishermen to 
more quickly get their catches to market, and eliminat-
ed much of the Cobb and Co. coach traffic. It is helped 
to increase the tourist trade which in turn helped to 
more quickly develop Queenscliff and district.

While Queenscliff is developing as a seaside resort, 
basking in the sunshine or shivering in the southerly 
gales, we must take a closer look at Point Lonsdale. 
There is little doubt that William Buckley, the convict 
who escaped near Sorrento in 1803 and who had lived 
with the aborigines in the meantime and in doing so 
had travelled round the Bay, was the first white “res-
ident” at Point Lonsdale. Tradition says that he lived 
in “Buckley’s Cave” in the cliff beneath the site of the 
present Lighthouse until found by John Batman when 
buying land from the natives in 1835.

Between 1854 and 1863 an old mariner, Captain 
Preston, with the safety of shipping in mind, lived 
with his daughter in a tent at Point Lonsdale and 
nightly through those lonely nine years fixed to the 
mast of his self-built signal station a little lamp that 
burnt colza oil. Captain Preston’s self-imposed task 
ended when the old original wooden lighthouse was 
moved from Queenscliff and erected at a point some 
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500 yards west of the site of the present lighthouse. 
This old light functioned for thirty-nine years being 
exhibited for the last time on the evening of March 19, 
1902. It was not demolished until 1912 when it was 
found that swarms of bees had made it their home. 
The existing lighthouse functioned for the first time at 
sunset on March 20, 1902.

Point Lonsdale, too, soon began to attract holiday 
makers. As the years rolled by, “Bay” steamers 
including the Lady Bird, Williams, Ozone, Hygeia 
and Weeroona to name but a few, carried their human 
freight to Queenscliff, whence those who wished to do 
so, travelled to Point Lonsdale in four-, and sometimes 
six-in-hand horse-drawn drags [correct] and in cabs.

The first boarding house which opened at Point Lons-
dale in 1885 occupied the present site of “The Termi-
nus”. “Cottee’s Coffee Palace” was the forerunner of 
the present “Kora Weari”, while “Merrilyn” opened 
early in 1900.

The first shop, that sold afternoon teas, and halfpenny 
bars of chocolate, opened in early 1900s. This shop 
with few changes can be seen today near the entrance 
to the lighthouse reserve. Indeed, apart from the 
addition of a few amenities such as running water, hot 
showers and TV, some of the first guest houses have 
changed but little during the passing years. Some of 
these have been handed on from father to son.

Between 1901 and 1910 the head lighthouse keeper 
was also the Point Lonsdale Postmaster. He handled 
the mail and sold stamps through a window of a 
converted bedroom in his house which is there today, 
second from the ramp that leads to the lighthouse. In 
April 1910 the Post Office services were handed over 
to a Mr Gill who opened an office in his residence at 
a more central position. This service was handed over 
from father to daughter but still is conducted in the 
same building.

A chapter in the history of ship to shore communica-
tion rightly belongs to Point Lonsdale.

On the occasion of the visit of the Duke and Duchess 
of York to open the first Federal Parliament in the 
Melbourne Exhibition Building on May 9, 1901, the 
Royal Yacht Ophir that carried their Royal Highnesses 
was fitted with one of the first wireless installations. 
An experimental station was installed ashore, in the 
original signal station at Point Lonsdale, and, operated 
by Mr Jenv[e]y, a Post Office Engineer, established 
the first Australian ship-to-shore wireless link. Later 
in 1906, the first Victorian Marconi wireless station 
to operate officially was established at The Springs, 
midway between Point Lonsdale and Queenscliff.

However, is was not until the tragic iceberg collision 
of the Titanic in the Atlantic Ocean with the loss of 
1503 lives on April 14, 1912, that ship-borne wireless 
became commonplace.

Until about 1912, the international code of flag signals 
was the only means of usual communication between 
ships at sea and the shore. As this system depended 
upon recognition of specific flags by their shapes and 
colours, the system was not only slow but it was not 
effective at night nor during periods of poor visibility. 
In 1912 the Morse lamp, which was first used on the 
Australian coast between the steamer Marloo and Wil-
sons Promontory a year earlier, came steadily into use. 
Saturday evenings were always busy at Point Lons-
dale when Melbourne football scores were transmitted 
to passing ships and to the pilot steamer.

A Captain Tobin, who began operating in a private 
capacity in November 1838, is credited with being the 
first sea pilot at Port Phillip Heads. The first licensed 
pilot was Henry Sutton, whose certificate was dated 
November 1st, 1839.

Life for the early pilots was one of hardship and 
endurance. The vessels which they used, mere whale-
boats, and after about 1854 small schooners, were 
difficult to handle in rough weather, and the tents 
which housed the pilots when on shore were certainly 
not designed for comfortable living. However, in 1901 
the first pilot steamer Victoria came into service. With 
powered vessels came easier and safer transferring of 
today as well as more comfortable ship-board condi-
tions.

The pride of Port Phillip sea pilots is the Wyuna, a 
twin-screw diesel electric ship especially designed for 
use at the Heads. Although Wyuna has a maximum en-
durance of twelve months in service, her usual time on 
station is six months. When transferred to Melbourne 
for overhaul her duties are performed by the relief 
vessel Akuna ex HMAS Gladstone.

As the treacherous waters of the Rip began to inflict 
their toll on early shipping the need was soon felt for 
a sea-rescue service. In 1865 the first lifeboat at the 
Heads was established at Queenscliff. Following the 
building of a pier at Point Lonsdale, a lifeboat was 
stationed there also. Then, as today, fishermen made 
up the life boat crews. It was not until 1926 that a 
motor lifeboat was brought into use at Queenscliff. 
Today, one lifeboat still remains, resting on a slipway 
at Queenscliff and always ready for immediate use.

Shipwrecks in and near the Rip have been many 
and various. They have included small ketches and 
schooners, full-rigged ships, barques, steamers, and at 
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least one overseas Royal Mail liner. The total number 
of wrecks in this area is probably now more than fifty, 
in addition to which there have been perhaps another 
fifty instances of collisions, stranding, re-floatings, 
and similar mishaps without the complete loss of the 
vessels concerned.

Some wrecks have resulted from poor seamanship and 
perhaps carelessness, while some have resulted from 
bad luck, adverse weather or lack of local knowledge, 
but the “Rip” itself must take the blame for many 
misfortunes.

The Rip has always been a hazard to vessels entering 
and leaving Port Phillip Bay due largely to the ebb 
tide surging out through the narrow bay entrance and 
boiling up over a rocky submarine platform between 
the Heads with an effect similar to rapids in a river. 
When this torrent meets with heavy seas one of the 
world’s greatest hazards to marine navigation is creat-
ed.

Today the dangers of the Rip have been steadily re-
duced. The state of the tide is continually transmitted 
from Point Lonsdale by the use of canvas shapes or 
coloured lights. Blasting has gradually increased the 
maximum depth of water at the Rip since 1881 from 
28 feet to 43. But the fury of the Rip remains undaunt-
ed, and the spectacle of the ebb tide is no less awe-in-
spiring now than it was to the first white visitors.

“The discoverer of Gippsland” –  
Angus McMillan

(RACV touring article 1965)

It was in the year 1810 that, on the Isle of Skye, 
Angus McMillan was born. At the age of 27 (1837) he 
migrated to Australia. Already experienced in frugal 
living, hard work and good farming he started in Aus-
tralia with a suitable background. He soon found em-
ployment as overseer with Macalister, an established 
landowner in the Picton district of New South Wales.

Macalister, seeing an adventurous trait in McMillan’s 
character, sent him in 1839 to explore southern and 
western New South Wales for grazing land, and to 
find cattle routes over the ranges. While preparing for 
this expedition McMillan made friends with Jimmy 
Gibber the chief of the Maneroo (now Monaro) native 
tribe. Listening to elders of the tribe talk at their camp 
fires one night, McMillan heard the words “cabone 
benel” repeated many times. Gibber managed to 
translate these words as meaning “large plains”. These 
large plains were supposed to exist towards the south-
west. McMillan forthwith decided to trek towards 
these “large plains” but was immediately faced with 

a problem. The natives, that he wished to accompany 
him, were terrified of the southern tribes. Finally Jim-
my Gibber and McMillan set out on horseback, with 
rations for six weeks. But Gibber refused to proceed 
further than Mt McLeod. This, however, served Mc-
Millan’s purpose as, from the top of the peak, he saw 
the plains country of which the natives had spoken.

Upon reporting back to Macalister, the latter agreed 
to finance a further expedition. A forward base was 
established at Ensay (then Numbla Munjie) close to 
what is now the Omeo Highway. On January 11th, 
1840, McMillan commenced the expedition with a 
party including 3 other white men, the chief of the 
Theddor tribe Cabone (Big) Jimmie and a native boy 
“Friday”.

The first set-back was the discovery, soon after the 
expedition started, that due to heat much of their salt 
beef was spoiled. However, they pressed on along 
the course of the Tambo River. They crossed many 
creeks, passed through tangled scrub and eventually 
reached the wide expanse of the lower Tambo River, 
and still later the banks of a vast lake which formed 
part of the Gippsland Lakes as known today. At this 
time McMillan made an interesting and prophetic 
statement: “If there is a good entrance to the lakes 
steamboats will be plying on it before this generation 
passes away.” Steamboats did later ply on the lakes. 
Steamers including the Despatch (wrecked at Lakes 
Entrance), Wyrallah (sunk in collision with Dilkera 
at Port Phillip Heads) and Queenscliffe (later used on 
the New Guinea coast) all traded regularly between 
Melbourne and Gippsland Lakes ports until railway 
and roads took over.

This expedition returned to Numbla Munjie to a 
wild welcome on January 27th. Shortage of food, as 
indicated by one of McMillan’s journal entries, cut 
the expedition to a shorter period than intended. The 
entry, brief but to the point, reads “January 24th. Ate 
after natives had cooked kookaburra and porcupine.”

McMillan’s report to Macarthur was also to the point; 
it read: “Land is rich, climate good, nature has been 
kind.”

Later expeditions into Gippsland were led by McMil-
lan. On February 12th, 1841, Port Albert was reached. 
From this time onward Gippsland grew rapidly with 
settlers flowing in both from the Maneroo Country 
and via Port Albert.

There is a little recorded about McMillan between 
1841 and 1860. He settled to station life at Bushy 
Park (north of Maffra). He pioneered the cattle trade 
between Port Albert and Hobart Town and took an 
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active interest in community affairs. In 1864 he led 
an expedition to open tracks in the mountain areas 
around Dargo, Omeo and Matlock. Angus McMillan 
died on May 18 1865 as a result of a packhorse falling 
on him. He was buried in the Sale Cemetery on May 
20, 1865.

Port Fairy

(RACV touring article 1965)

On April 25, 1810, one Captain James Wishart in 
command of the whaling cutter Fairy was skirting 
the western coast of Victoria seeking shelter and a 
place to rest his crew. Finding a small bay with a river 
beyond, Captain Wishart sailed into the calm waters 
offering. The prospect as he saw it so delighted him 
that he named the place Fairy after his cutter but pre-
fixing this with the impressive word “Port”; thus, Port 
Fairy was born.

In 1855 Surveyor Wedge visited Port Fairy on behalf 
of the New South Wales Government. Wedge reported 
favourably to the extent that a Sydney solicitor took 
up land there and became the virtual owner of the new 
port and its surroundings. Wedge apparently was not 
impressed by the name of the place and changed it 
to “Belfast” after his birthplace. Some years later, by 
Act of Parliament, the name “Port Fairy” was again 
applied and so it remains today.

Whales abounded in the area and whaling crews came 
from Van Diemen’s Land and from Sydney. A whal-
ing station was established on Griffiths Island at the 
mouth of the river which was now named Moyne.

A village soon developed around the site of Port Fairy, 
and bullock waggons lumbered into town carrying 
wool and produce for shipment overseas. At one stage 
immigrant barracks were built to house new settlers 
arriving direct from London until they could be draft-
ed up-country or absorbed into local enterprise.

During earlier years various wrecks have occurred 
at and near Port Fairy. Most of the wrecks occurred 
during the era of sail, when vessels caught at bay 
anchorages were unable to reach the open sea during 
storms. One of the first of these wrecks, that of the 
Thistle, occurred in 1838. The vessel had been used by 
the Henty Brothers in 1835 when they founded Port-
land. A few other wrecks were Dusty Killer (1841), 
Socrates (1843), Lydia (1847), Sarah Lousia and Lady 
Pelham (1849), Swift (1855) and Water Lilly (1866). 
In more recent times the steamer Casino, which traded 
between Melbourne and Western District ports for 
many years, was wrecked at Port Fairy in 1952 with 
the loss of several lives.

A squat lighthouse, rough stone cottages, the Customs 
House, an old fortress gun, and the signal station are 
all relics of Port Fairy’s bustling past. These relics 
point back to the days when, for a time, Port Fairy was 
the busiest Australian port outside Sydney. Now the 
town is more a quiet retreat for settlers in north-west-
ern Victoria and for the itinerant tourist.

Fishing is perhaps one of its main attractions, although 
its wide, clean beaches and the River Hoyne offer 
considerable interest. There are fish to be caught in 
the quiet waters of the Hoyne, from the Crags and the 
Seven Mile Rocks, from the beaches, and from the 
open sea beyond.

The population of Port Fairy is about 2,600, any one 
of whom may claim for their town twenty-five years 
more history than that of Melbourne.

The Maranoa Gardens

(RACV touring article 1965)

A lovely corner of native Australia, the Maranoa Gar-
dens are situated in the Melbourne suburb of Balwyn, 
only seven miles from the city, and are easily reached 
by tram or car.

Within the gardens is a magnificent collection of 
nearly 2,000 Australian trees, shrubs and plants. The 
total of 1,500 different varieties represents every State 
in Australia and there are some plants in bloom during 
each month of the year.

Adjoining the Gardens is Beckett Park, the highest 
point (440 feet) in metropolitan Melbourne. The park 
contains a lookout tower, a war memorial and a play-
ground for children.

Both Maranoa Gardens and Beckett Park are main-
tained by the Camberwell City Council for the enjoy-
ment of residents and visitors. They are located only 
a few blocks along Whitehorse Road, east of the Bal-
wyn Shopping Centre. Cars can enter the parking area 
in Beckett Park via Parring Road, while a footway 
leads in from Kireep Road, through memorial gates.

The history of Maranoa goes back to 1904 when Mr 
J. M. Watson bought an area of three and a half acres 
for a private garden. He planted many native trees and 
shrubs and named the place Maranoa.

In 1922 the Camberwell Council acquired the area 
and continued the planting, but gradually removed all 
plants that were not native to Australia. Soon after-
wards a committee of residents was formed to help the 
council and the curator at that time, Mr J. McGuire, in 
the specialized development of Maranoa Gardens and 
Beckett Park.
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Maranoa was formally opened to the public in Sep-
tember 1926, and the late Mr F. Chapman was ap-
pointed chairman of the Consulting Committee. The 
keen interest and efforts of this gentleman resulted in 
the native plantings expanding rapidly. The attractive 
gates at the entrance to the gardens in Kireep Road 
were built as a memorial to Hr. Chapman, and opened 
in April, 1948. The efforts of various other people 
with botanical interests have also helped to build 
Maranoa.

In 1962 the size of the gardens was doubled by assign-
ing three and a half acres of land from Beckett Park. 
The new section was opened by the Lieutenant Gov-
ernor of Victoria, Sir Edmund Herring, on October 
20th of that year, and to mark the occasion he planted 
a variegated Tristania, a rare variety of Queensland 
Brush Box. This tree, which can be seen near the east-
ern entrance to the gardens, is identified by a plaque.

The Maranoa Gardens are open morning and after-
noon on week-days until 4.15 p.m., and from 2 p.m. 
to 5 p.m. on Saturdays, Sundays, and public holidays. 
Admittance is free.

Port Phillip Heads – Part 1: The First Navigators 
Enter Port Phillip

(RACV touring article 1965)

At one time, perhaps before aborigines hunted along 
its shores, the expanse of water known today as Port 
Phillip Bay might not have been connected to the sea 
by a narrow channel. The bay, it is thought, might 
have been a lake separated from the sea by a sand-
stone barrier across its southern extremity.

How, when or why this lake, if indeed it did exist 
as such, became a bay is something for the scientist 
to ponder. It is interesting to note, nevertheless, that 
sandstone formations at the Heads do change in shape 
and size within a lifetime, and a sandstone barrier that 
once might have existed between Port Phillip Heads 
could well have been worn away as the seas and the 
centuries rolled by.

The story of white visitors on the shores and head-
lands of Port Phillip Bay begins on February 1st, 
1802, when the Mate of the Lady Nelson, then shelter-
ing at anchor in Western Port Bay, sailed a ship’s boat 
through the Heads and proved, as he reported, that 
“a noble sheet of water” existed. Upon his reporting 
back to the commanding officer, Lieutenant Murray, 
the Lady Nelson was soon under sail and entered 
Port Phillip Bay on February 15th, anchoring in the 
sheltered waters close to the spot that was to become 
known as Sorrento.

On April 27, 1802, Port Phillip Bay was visited by the 
great navigator Matthew Flinders, who passed through 
the Heads in the Investigator. Still later, on October 9, 
1803, the Collins colonising expedition from England, 
with its 300 convicts, entered the bay and anchored 
also near the place that was to become Sorrento. How-
ever, Collins was not impressed by the ‘new land’ and 
soon departed for Van Diemen’s Land, now Tasmania.

During the short Collins visit four convicts escaped 
into the unknown country. One voluntarily rejoined 
his floating prison and two were never heard of again. 
The fourth, William Buckley, having become friendly 
with the natives in the meantime, reappeared thir-
ty-two years later on the other side of Port Phillip Bay.

The Sydney government opposed any settlement at 
Port Phillip. Perhaps this was due to Collins’ unfa-
vourable impression of the sand dunes in the Sorrento 
area, or perhaps it was nothing more than jealousy on 
the part of the government. However, John Batman 
of Van Diemen’s Land, after waiting seven years for 
official sanction to move to Port Phillip, finally disre-
garded all opposition, and on May 29, 1835, paused 
through the Heads en route to his “place for a village”.

Thus Port Phillip Heads gained recognition and the 
flow of shipping through the ever treacherous ‘Rip’ 
between these Heads began.

Of Point Lonsdale to the west, and Point Nepean to 
the east, the latter is of little consequence in the early 
history of shipping and white settlement. Except that 
it has been the graveyard of several ships attempting 
to negotiate the Rip, the story of Point Nepean with 
its defence installations and quarantine station is not 
of great interest. Certainly the early Port Medical 
Officers, using whaleboats, performed their shipping 
quarantine duties from a base at Point Nepean, but 
those days have long since passed.

Point Lonsdale on the other hand has an interesting 
history for by 1852 land was being sold in the boom 
holiday resort of Queenscliff, three miles to the north.

Port Phillip Heads – Part 2: Queenscliff  
Is Settled

(RACV touring article 1965)

The scene reopens in 1842, forty years after the first 
entry through the Heads by a sailing vessel. It was 
during a survey of Port Phillip Bay by HMS Rattle-
snake in 1842 that Shortland, a master gunner, drew 
attention to a prominent headland on the south-west-
ern shoreline. Perhaps out of respect for the master 
gunner, or perhaps because there was no other name 
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readily available, this headland and the peninsula that 
adjoined it were given the name “Shortland’s Bluff”. 
This name was carried forward to the first settlement 
in the area, which later became Queenscliff.

Eight years were to pass before settlement com-
menced. In 1850 James Stephens obtained a Govern-
ment lease of the peninsula, building a house there 
and moving in with his wife and mother. These people 
were the first settlers. However, monotony and isola-
tion soon drove the Stephens family away, and for a 
time the holding was left in the hands of a stockman.

In September 1851 a family named Dod, having 
arrived at Geelong from England in the clipper ship 
Statesman, met Mr Stephens and soon negotiated a 
take-over of the Shortland’s Bluff lease. Two days 
were spent in cutting a track from Geelong to the 
Shortland’s Bluff property and this suggests that Ste-
phens must have brought the material for his house by 
sea, probably from Melbourne, and not overland from 
Geelong.

At this time the population of Melbourne and Geelong 
was growing and soon a demand arose for a seaside 
resort. In 1852, Shortland’s Bluff, having been cho-
sen as the required location, was surveyed, re-named 
Queenscliff, cut up and sold to willing buyers.

Mr Dod, the first permanent settler, became the first 
postmaster of Queenscliff in 1854. A son followed in 
his footsteps and held the joint position of Postmaster 
and Signals Master until 1884 when he was trans-
ferred to Colac.

Soon Cobb and Co. coaches from Geelong, and the 
first of the “Bay” steamers from Melbourne, were 
bringing holiday makers to the seaside.

The first lighthouse at Queenscliff was built in 1842. 
This was a wooden structure with an oil-burning lamp. 
With the introduction of a second lighthouse in 1863, 
the former became known as the “lower” light while 
the new one took on the designation “higher” or “up-
per” light. These two lights, when correctly aligned 
indicate the path of safe passage through the Heads.

Fishing was eventually established as an organized 
industry at Queenscliff. During a period around 1912, 
it was not uncommon to see 50 or more fishing boats 
inspecting crayfish pots or taking aboard boxes of bar-
racoota outside the Heads. The opening of a railway 
service between Queenscliff and Geelong on February 
21, 1878, was a great event in the history of Queens-
cliff, for it enabled the fishermen to quickly get their 
catches to market and eliminated much of the Cobb 
and Co. coach travel. It also encouraged the holi-

day-makers which in turn increased local trade.

An adequate supply of fresh water proved to be a 
problem during the early development of Queenscliff 
and the surrounding district. At first, wooden barrels 
sunk in the earth were used to collect seepage water, 
and it was not until 1889 that the first public water 
supply was laid down. Since 1932, water from the 
watershed of the Upper Barwon has been reticulated 
in the Queenscliff and Point Lonsdale areas.

The “Bay” steamers – Lady Bird, The Williams, 
Ozone, Hygeia, Weerona, and others – have come and 
gone. Cobb and Co. coaches, the railway passenger 
service, the magnificent full-rigged ships and four 
masted barques, much of the fishing fleet, and many 
of the “old timers” have all passed into history, but as 
a holiday resort Queenscliff lives on.

Port Phillip Heads – Part 3: Land–Sea Commu-
nication Is Developed at Point Lonsdale

(RACV touring article 1965)

There is little doubt that William Buckley, “the wild 
white man” who escaped as a convict in 1803, was the 
first “resident” of Point Lonsdale. Legend says that 
he lived in “Buckley’s Cave” in the cliff beneath the 
present lighthouse until found by the Batman expedi-
tion in 1835. At this stage Buckley had almost forgot-
ten the English language but was later rehabilitated 
and lived a useful life.

Between 1854 and 1863 an old mariner, Captain Pres-
ton, with the safety of shipping in mind, lived alone at 
Point Lonsdale and nightly through those lonely nine 
years fixed to the mast of his self-built signal station 
a little lamp that burnt colza oil. Captain Preston’s 
self-imposed duties ended when an old wooden light-
house was moved from Queenscliff and erected at a 
point some 500 yards west of the site of the present 
lighthouse. This old light functioned for thirty-nine 
years being exhibited for the last time on the evening 
of March 19, 1902, but was not demolished until 
1912. The existing lighthouse functioned for the first 
time at sunset on March 20, 1902.

Point Lonsdale soon began to attract holiday makers 
who travelled by “Bay” steamers to Queenscliff, and 
thence by four-in-hand horse drawn “drags”, or cabs. 
The first boarding house which opened in 1885 occu-
pied the present site of the “Terminus”. “Cottee’s Cof-
fee Palace” was the fore-runner of the present “Kora 
Weari”, while “Merrilyn” opened early in 1900.

The first shop that sold afternoon teas, and half-pen-
ny bars of chocolate, opened in the early 1900s. This 
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shop with few changes can be seen today near the 
entrance to the lighthouse reserve. Indeed, apart from 
the addition of a few amenities such as running water, 
hot showers and TV, some of the first guest houses 
have changed but little during the passing years. Some 
of these have been handed on from father to son, the 
Clays of “Beach House” included.

Between 1901 and 1910 the head lighthouse keeper 
was also the Point Lonsdale Postmaster. He handled 
inward and outward mails and sold stamps through 
a converted bedroom window in his house which is 
there today, second from the ramp that leads to the 
lighthouse. In April, 1910, the Lost Office services 
were transferred to the Gill family where they remain 
today having been passed on from father to daughter 
and continuously conducted in the Gill residence.

Until about 1912, the international code of flag sig-
nals was the only means of communication between 
ships at sea and the shore. As this system depended 
upon recognition of specific flags by their shapes and 
colours, the system was not only slow but it was not 
effective during periods of poor visibility. In 1912 the 
Morse lamp, which was first used on the Australian 
coast between the steamer Marloo and Wilsons Prom-
ontory, came steadily into use. Saturday evenings 
were always busy at Point Lonsdale when Melbourne 
football scores were transmitted to passing ships and 
to the pilot steamer.

However, a new era in ship to shore communication 
had already begun at Point Lonsdale. This was on the 
occasion of the visit of the Duke and Duchess of York 
to open the first Federal Parliament in the Melbourne 
Exhibition Building on May 9th, 1901. The Royal 
Yacht Ophir that brought their Royal Highnesses to 
Melbourne carried one of the first ship-borne wire-
less installations. An experimental wireless station 
installed at the original signal station at the Lonsdale 
and operated by Mr Jenv[e]y, a Post Office engineer, 
exchanged greetings with Ophir and in doing so estab-
lished the first* Australian ship-to-shore wireless link. 
The first Victorian Marconi wireless station to operate 
officially was established at The Springs, between 
Point Lonsdale and Queenscliff, in 1906.

Today the signalman at Point Lonsdale, with the aid 
of modern equipment maintains continuous voice 
communication with the pilot steamer and with ships 
passing through the Heads.

Port Phillip Heads – Part 4: The “Rip” proves 
treacherous

(RACV touring article 1965)

From the very earliest days of sea travel into Port Phil-
lip Bay it was discovered that the swirling currents of 
the “Rip” constituted no ordinary bay entrance and it 
was quickly realised that to avoid repeated tragedies 
some form of direct assistance to incoming and outgo-
ing ships would be needed.

Captain Tobin, who began operating in a private 
capacity in November, 1838, is credited with being 
the first shipping pilot at Port Phillip Heads. The first 
licensed pilot was Henry Sutton, whose certificate was 
dated November 1st, 1839.

Life for the early pilots was one of hardship and endur-
ance. The vessels which they used, mere whaleboats, 
and after about 1854 small schooners, were difficult to 
handle in rough weather, and the tents which housed 
the pilots when on shore were certainly not designed 
for comfortable living. However, in 1901 the first pilot 
steamer Victoria came into service, and with powered 
vessels came easier and safer transferring of pilots, as 
well as more comfortable ship-board conditions.

The pride of Port Phillip sea pilots today is the Wyuna, 
a twin-screw diesel electric ship specially designed for 
use at the Heads. Although the Wyuna has a maximum 
endurance of twelve months in service, here usual 
time on station is six months, and when transferred 
to Melbourne for maintenance or repairs her duties 
are performed by the relief vessel Akuna ex HMAS 
Gladstone.

As the treacherous waters of the Rip began to inflict 
their toll on early shipping the need was soon felt for a 
sea-rescue service, and in 1865 the first lifeboat at the 
Heads was established at Queenscliff. Following the 
building of a pier at Point Lonsdale, a lifeboat was sta-
tioned there also. Then, as today, fishermen made up 
the lifeboat crews. It was not until 1926 that a motor 
lifeboat was brought into use at Queenscliff, using 
at first a petrol driven motor which consumed fuel at 
the rate of one gallon per mile, but later converted to 
diesel power. Today, one lifeboat still remains, rest-
ing on a slipway at Queenscliff and always ready for 
immediate use.

Shipwrecks in and near the Rip have been many 
and various. They have included small ketches and 
schooners, full-rigged ships, barques, steamers, and at 
least one overseas Royal Mail liner. The total number 
of wrecks in this area is probably now more than fifty, 
in addition to which there have been perhaps another *Actually the second.
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fifty instances of collisions without sinking, strandings 
and refloatings, and similar mishaps.

Some wrecks have resulted from poor seamanship and 
perhaps carelessness, while some have resulted from 
bad luck, adverse weather or lack of local knowledge, 
but the “Rip” itself must take the blame for many 
misfortunes. As an old mariner once said to a younger 
seaman: “Beware the treacherous Rip; it’s waiting for 
you, my boy.”

The Rip has always been a navigational hazard due 
largely to the rapidity of the ebb tide surging out 
through the narrow bay entrance and boiling up over 
a rocky submarine platform between the Heads with 
an effect similar to rapids in a river. When this torrent 
meets with heavy seas one of the world’s greatest 
hazards to marine navigation is created.

Today the dangers of the Rip have been steadily re-
duced. The state of the tide is continually transmitted 
from Point Lonsdale by the use of canvas shapes or 
coloured lights. Blasting has gradually increased the 
maximum depth of water at the Rip since 1881 from 
28 feet to 43. But the fury of the Rip remains undaunt-
ed, and the spectacle of the ebb tide is no less awe 
inspiring now than it was to the first white visitors.

Geelong

(RACV touring article 1965)

Today Victoria’s largest provincial city, Geelong has 
borne several names since its first days of settlement. 
Originally it was called Jillong, which has three 
aboriginal interpretations – “place of native compan-
ions”, “white sea bird”, and “place of a cliff”. It was 
later known as “Coraiya” which became “Corio”, but 
this was subsequently applied to the bay on which 
Geelong developed.

Corio Bay was first visited by Lieutenant John Mur-
ray in 1802 and later in the same year by Matthew 
Flinders. Hume and Hovell, who blazed the overland 
trail from Port Jackson, arrived at Corio Bay in 1824 
believing they had reached Western Port Bay.

The first land “sale” in the Geelong area occurred in 
1835, when John Batman bought 100,000 acres from 
the aborigines. It was about this time that William 
Buckley, “the wild white man” who had escaped as a 
convict from temporary settlement near Sorrento, was 
discovered by John Batman’s party and re-introduced 
to white civilization after a period of 32 years.

Although Geelong was slow to develop, it has become 
a prosperous city and an advanced sea port. It handles 
the fifth largest amount of cargo tonnage in Australia, 

much of which is wool and wheat. To name but a few 
of the industries centred in Geelong, there are butter 
factories, engineering works, textile factories includ-
ing nine major woollen mills, cement works, automo-
bile manufacture, safety glass production, aluminium 
smelters, carpet factories and a petroleum refinery.

Under the control of the Geelong Harbor Trust which 
was constituted in 1905, the Port of Geelong has 
seventeen shipping berths, modern towing facilities 
and an entrance channel fifteen miles long, which is 
dredged to a depth of thirty-six feet and a width of 
three hundred feet.

To keep pace with Geelong’s rapid growth, the Har-
bour Trust has accelerated plans for further develop-
ment. These include the dredging of the channel to 
42 feet, and construction of a new dry bulk berth with 
four 7-ton cranes and a 5,000-foot concrete pier at the 
inner harbour entrance.

Geelong has several schools and colleges of consid-
erable note. There are various cultural organisations 
including the Geelong Association of Music and Arts 
which is probably unique in Australia. There are also 
the Repertory, Orchestral, Choral and Arts societies.

Greater Geelong, with a population approaching 
100,000, includes various suburbs. Two of these, Gee-
long West, and Newtown and Chilwell combined, are 
cities in their own right.

Geelong can claim several “firsts”. The first Victori-
an country train left Geelong for Melbourne on June 
25, 1857. The first rope produced in Australia came 
from a Geelong factory that was opened in 1852 and, 
having been extended, continues in service today. The 
first automatic telephone exchange in Australia was 
established at Geelong. The first Australian wool clip 
was carried from Geelong to England in the sailing 
vessel Lightning in 1862. (This vessel was destroyed 
by fire in Corio Bay late in 1868 while preparing to 
leave for England with a cargo of over 4000 bales of 
wool, and 18,650 ozs, of gold from Victorian gold-
fields.) In 1856 the world’s first system of commercial 
refrigeration was developed at Geelong. The Geelong 
Advertiser, first published in 1840, is Australia’s old-
est newspaper. Geelong was the first city in Victoria to 
remove electric trams from its streets, and to replace 
them by buses, one fleet of which was brought into 
service, owned and managed by a woman – probably 
the first woman in Australia to undertake such a task.

Queens Park, Eastern Beach, Buckley’s Falls, Stin-
ton’s Claremont Nurseries (now in their 93rd year), 
the Barwon River and its new bridge, and Ceres Look-
out, are but a few of the tourist attractions of Geelong.
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The “Puffing Billy” Story

(RACV touring article 1962)

“Puffing Billy”, always a favourite with young and 
old alike, will be very much in the news this coming 
weekend when it makes its historic first journey over 
the newly renovated section of track to the Lakeside 
terminal at Emerald Lake. The Governor, Sir Rohan 
Delacombe, will officiate at the opening of the new 
section, and thousands of sightseers will undoubtedly 
make the occasion a memorable one.

In years gone by “Puffing Billy” was the only means, 
apart from horse-back riding, by which people could 
travel into the wild bushland of the Dandenong Rang-
es. Those who enjoyed a picnic or a ramble into the 
bush would travel by steam train from Melbourne to 
Upper Ferntree Gully, where they climbed aboard the 
shining “Puffing Billy”, patiently waiting at its little 
siding for its open-sided carriages and wooden seats 
to be filled. As the pint-sized locomotive panted and 
puffed its way slowly up the narrow track into the 
wooded hills, delighted children would scramble out 
of the leading carriages to run along beside the track 
picking flowers, or take a short cut to the other side of 
a long bend and watch the little train chugging steadi-
ly up to meet them.

In August 1953, heavy rains led to a landslide which 
buried part of the track between Selby and Menzies 
Creek and the service was suspended. Investigation 
was made by the Victorian Railways into the future 
of the Upper Ferntree Gully – Gembrook service, and 
official announcement was made that the entire line 
would be closed.

The expression of public disapproval was immediate 
and quite overwhelming. Enthusiastic supporters of the 
general public demand for restoration of the service 
banded together to form the Puffing Billy Preservation 
Society, and soon offers of money and assistance are 
pouring in. Tradesmen, soldiers, students, professional 
men, school children and scouts devoted their time, 
efforts, and financial assistance to the organised resto-
ration of “Puffing Billy” to its old glory.

By December 1954, the service had been restored as 
far as Belgrave, and for a little over three years, trains 
operated again on Saturdays, Sundays, and public 
holidays.

In February, 1958, the line was closed again when 
work commenced on the extension of the broad-gauge 
electrified service to Belgrave. The narrow-gauge lo-
comotives and carriages were returned to the Newport 
workshops.

The Railway commissioners then gave approval for 
restoration of the eight-mile section of the line be-
tween Belgrave and Emerald Lake, stipulating that 
volunteers of the “Puffing Billy” Society were to work 
under departmental supervision.

Volunteers built a new passenger terminal and exten-
sive sidings near the Belgrave railway station, using 
rails and sleepers from the dismantled section. As a 
training exercise the 3 Field Engineer Regiment of 
the CMF built an engine shed, coal stage, ash pit and 
inspection pits. They built a new embankment in front 
of the landslide and, later, Society volunteers laid a 
new track through the area to link up with the old line. 
The army also restored the telephone line along the 
track, and assisted in building the Lakeside terminus. 
Victorian Railways bridge gangs and school railway 
club members also gave valuable service to the Soci-
ety, and in January 1962, more than 500 rover scouts 
from the Victorian World Rover Moot worked a full 
day on he track.

By the middle of 1962, the 60-year-old line had 
received a new lease of life, and on the last Saturday 
in July that year, the service was resumed between 
Belgrave and Menzies Creek.

In just three days time [28 July 1962], exactly three 
years since the last extension, the Menzies Creek – 
Emerald Lake section will be in use again, and it is to 
be hoped that the day of “Puffing Billy’s” triumphant 
return to Gembrook will be celebrated in the not too 
distant future.

Lorne

(RACV touring article 1965)

In the year 1841 Captain Loutit, carrying in his ship 
the first wool clip from Geelong to London, was 
forced by Bass Strait gales to seek shelter along the 
coast. He anchored in a small bay between Port Phillip 
Heads and Cape Otway. In course of time Captain 
Loutit’s haven was named Loutit Bay, a name which 
was later used to identify the settlement that devel-
oped on the shores of the bay. In 1869 the name of 
the settlement, then developing into a township, was 
changed to Lorne in honor of the Marquis of Lorne.

Lorne, perhaps best known today for its fine surfing 
beach, has long been a prominent summer resort for 
Victorians. At first, bay steamers, and soon after, early 
roads, opened up the resorts of Queenscliff and Port-
sea as popular beach resorts. Similarly, the develop-
ment of Lorne as a beach resort occurred early in the 
history of tourism in Victoria. Today there are a large 
number of guest houses in the town, two good hotels 
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and a modern motel providing tourist accommodation, 
and four well-established areas for campers.

Travel to Lorne before the advent of the Great Ocean 
Road was difficult and often dangerous. First, over the 
rugged Otway Ranges came packhorses, to be fol-
lowed by bullock waggons, the Cobb and Co. coach-
es, and finally self-propelled motor vehicles. Today 
access from Melbourne to Lorne may be had via two 
alternate bitumen-sealed routes, which may be joined 
to provide an excellent round trip. From Melbourne to 
Lorne via Winchelsea, Bambra and Deans Marsh the 
distance is 99 miles. A return via Aireys Inlet, Angle-
sea and Torquay covers 87 miles. Thirty-eight miles 
of these routes in each direction follow the two-way 
divided highway between Brooklyn and Geelong.

The beautiful Otway Ranges, which reach the sea in 
the vicinity of Lorne, contain numerous waterfalls, 
deep fern gullies and mountain scenery. A number 
of hiking tracks and winding roads traverse the area 
close to Lorne, and in spring and summer a profusion 
of wildflowers may be seen. Along the tracks or in the 
gullies a fleeting wallaby may be seen, or kookaburras 
and bell-birds heard.

Of the several waterfalls close to Lorne including 
Kyles, Cora Lyn, Margaret, Melba, Henderson, 
Splitters, Wan Wandah Falls and others, perhaps the 
Erskine Falls, four miles inland, offer the grandest 
sight. Closer to Lorne is Teddy’s Lookout, named 
after Teddy the ranger who used the lookout to spy 
out stray cattle on nearby Mt St George. There is also 
the pier, the fishing boats, the golden sand, blue gums 
reaching almost to the breakers, and the ocean itself, 
white-capped or placid as the winds and the weather 
decide.

As a touring brochure declares: “A fair lady is Lorne 
with frills of white surf on skirts of jewelled sea and 
the hem of blonde sand for her blue mountain cloak.”

Day-visitors to Lorne this summer could include in 
their trip one of the following surf carnivals or surf 
meetings: Torquay Surfathon, Torquay, Saturday, 
January 1st. Surf Carnival, Anglesea, Sunday, January 
9th. Surf Carnival, Torquay, Sunday January 30th. 
Board Rally, Torquay, Sunday, March 27th.

For the visitor who might be running for several days 
at Lorne, a trip to Apollo Bay must be rewarding. The 
route, 28 miles in length, is one of the most beautiful 
ocean drives on the Australian coast. The lookout at 
Cape Patton, 17 miles from Lorne and at an elevation 
of 247 feet, presents a fine coastal panorama. Apollo 
Bay has a safe surfing beach and most of the amenities 
found in a modern town.

Colac and District

(RACV touring article 1965)

The City of Colac derives its origin from the first 
settlement in the district in 1837 by Hugh Murray, a 
pastoralist after whom the principal street in the city 
is named. It is located on the southern shore of Lake 
Colac, which is 10 square miles in area and which has 
a circumference of approximately 20 miles.

Colac, often mentioned as the metropolis of the South 
Western District is within one of the most fertile 
agricultural, dairying and pastoral areas of the State. 
It serves as a centre of a district renowned for its high 
fertility and productive capacity.

The Colac Road District was created on May 11th 
1859. The Road District was abolished and the Shire 
of Colac proclaimed on May 10th, 1864. Climbing 
through the status of a Borough and a Town. Colac 
was proclaimed a City on March 5th, 1960.

The City of Colac lies 93 miles by road from Mel-
bourne, at an elevation of 437 feet. It has an average 
rainfall of 27–30 inches, while temperatures range 
from an average high of 79.1 degrees in February to 
an average low of 39.8 degrees in July.

In a short summary such as this, it is impossible to 
list all of Colac’s primary and secondary industries. 
Dairying; onion and potato growing; pig, cattle and 
sheep raising; the manufacture of aerated waters, cor-
dials, clothing, bricks and plaster boards; and the har-
vesting of oats, linseed, millet, rye grass and hay, are 
but a few of these industries. There are approximately 
100 factories. The turn-over of the Colac Dairying Co. 
Ltd. alone for one year was recently £3,411,265.

During the period of early development of Colac, the 
railway station was a busy centre. First came the rail 
connection with Geelong in 1877. Then, in 1889, a 
branch line was opened to Beeac, to be followed in 
1891 with a line to Forrest. In 1902 the Beech Forest 
line was opened and extended to Crowe’s in 1911. 
Each of these branch lines has since been closed. 
For sixty years wagons of timber and potatoes, and 
passenger carriages, were hauled over 2000 feet down 
the twisting mountain line from Beech Forest to Colac 
by a sturdy locomotive which became widely known 
by the familiar name “The Beechie”. This train carried 
its final load of Railway Historical Society passengers 
on June 30th, 1962, on an excursion which marked the 
final closure of the Beech Forest railway.

One of the earliest dairy farms near Colac was estab-
lished around the year 1890. The homestead, built of 
timber from the Otway forests, can still be seen today, 
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bordered by aging pines, and adjacent to the Princes 
Highway about 1½ miles east of the city.

Both to the south and to the north of Colac are various 
points of interest. To the south are the Otway forests 
which provide logs for an industry which is second in 
the district in importance only to dairying. Good bitu-
men roads connect Colac with Gellibrand and Forrest, 
two of the timber-getting focal points. Approximately 
30 mills produce more than £1,500,000 worth of tim-
ber annually. Main species of timber grown in the dis-
trict are Mountain Ash, Manna Gum, Messmate and 
Blue Gum. North of Colac, near Alvie, is the volcanic 
area known as Red Rock, with its fascinating crater 
lakes and twin lookouts. A day tour to Red Rock will 
be featured in the January issue of Royalauto.

Flinders

(RACV touring article 1965)

The town of Flinders and the Flinders Naval Depot are 
often confused, one being taken to mean the other.

The township of Flinders, located at the western en-
trance to Westernport Bay, was named after Matthew 
Flinders who, between October, 1798, and January the 
following yean sailed around Tasmania with George 
Bass and proved it to be an island. Bass Strait that 
laps the shores of Flinders was named after Flinders’ 
companion on the voyage.

In an endeavor to overcome the early isolation of Tas-
mania from the mainland, a submarine telegraph cable 
was laid between Flinders and Low Head, in northern 
Tasmania, in 1883. This was a private venture which 
never proved to be a reliable means of communica-
tion. It was replaced in 1902 by two new telegraph 
cables known respectively as the “East” and the 
“West” cable, each approximately 190 miles in length 
and operated by the Post Master General’s Depart-
ment. Normally, telegraph traffic was handled over 
these cables direct between Melbourne and Launces-
ton through automatic repeaters located in the Flinders 
Post Office. On occasions, perhaps due to a “leak” in 
one of the cables and when direct intercommunication 
between the two terminals was difficult, manual relay 
at Flinders was necessary. All cable testing, which 
was a daily routine, was effected at Flinders, usually 
around 7 am when telegraph traffic was light.

One of the first outward signs in Australia of the 
beginning of the 1914–1918 war was quickly in 
evidence at Flinders. Within hours of the declaration 
of war an army detachment was busy there, setting up 
camp, digging trenches and mounting guard over the 
Tasmanian cable terminals.

Flinders, 54 miles from Melbourne via Frankston 
and Hastings, is a seaside resort where much of the 
original township can still be seen nestling amongst 
a sprinkling of modern residences. Fishing, golf and 
tennis are the main sporting activities. Scenic coastal 
walks are available to the more energetic tourist. In 
the surrounding area there is fruit growing, and cattle 
and sheep raising. Close at hand are the many other 
attractions of the Mornington Peninsula.

The Flinders Naval Base, now more correctly known 
as HMAS Cerberus, is close to Stony Point, 17 road 
miles on the Melbourne side of Flinders township.

At the entrance to Cerberus stand three weather-beat-
en figureheads on perpetual guard. The figureheads, 
the pride of long-forgotten ship builders of another 
era, are those of a woman with a tiara and necklace of 
pearls, a bare-chested gentleman with a beard, and an 
imposing gladiator.

The lady with the pearls adorned the prow of HMS 
Pearl which sailed and fought for Britain between 
1828 and 1851. The other two figureheads came from 
HMS Encounter and HMS Pylades.

Encounter was a name applied to five separate men-
o’-war extending from early 1800 through to 1912. Of 
six Pylades, the first was originally named Hercules 
and was captured by the British from the Americans 
during the War of Independence. The fourth vessel 
of this name was based at Sydney for several years, 
while the last of the line of Pylades, a World War Two 
minesweeper, was sunk by torpedo off the French 
coast immediately after D-Day.

The last-mentioned two figure heads came respective-
ly from Encounter number three and Pylades number 
three.

The RACV Mornington Peninsula map and its accom-
panying touring information pamphlet are available to 
members visiting either Flinders or HMAS Cerberus.
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Mornington Peninsula

Mornington Peninsula is a boot-shaped area approxi-
mately 30 miles long in a north-east–south-west direc-
tion, and 12 to 15 miles wide in a general east–west 
direction. It separates Port Phillip Bay from Western 
Port Bay. Bass Strait abuts the “sole” of the “boot”.

There is some doubt as to the identity of the first white 
man to step ashore on Mornington Peninsula. The 
young explorer George Bass, who travelled in a ship’s 
lifeboat from Sydney, landed at Western Port Bay on 
December 20 1797. It may fairly be claimed that Bass 
was the first white man to set foot on Victorian soil 
but it is reasonably certain that this took place near the 
eastern entrance to Western Port Bay, possibly near 
the present site of Rhyll on Phillip Island, and not on 
Mornington Peninsula. Then there was Lieutenant 
Murray in command of HMS Lady Nelson, the first 
sailing vessel to enter Port Phillip Bay on February 15 
1802. Murray landed near the present site of Sorrento 
and on March 9 1802 raised the Colors of Great Brit-
ain and Ireland at Point King and took possession of 
Port Phillip in the name of King George III. However, 
before Murray brought his ship through the Heads, Mr 
Bowen, the Mate of that ship, had already entered Port 
Phillip Bay in a whaleboat. Bowen climbed Arthur’s 
Seat but whether this occurred before, or after, Mur-
ray’s landing is not clear. It does seem clear, however, 
that either Bowen or Murray was the first white man 
to tread the shores of Mornington Peninsula.

Soon after Murray’s landing, Matthew Henry Flinders, 
another explorer and navigator of note, on April 20 
1802, also landed on the Peninsula and also ascended 
Arthur’s Seat. Apparently the weather at that time was 
fine and the atmosphere clear as Flinders saw, spread 
out before him, a wonderful view that extended from 
the distant Otway Ranges, through the You Yangs on 
the far side of the Bay; to the Blue Dandenongs and 
the nearer hills of South Gippsland. That view is there 
today with the added attraction of farms, orchards, and 
scattered settlements.

One of the earliest settlers was a Mr J. E. Sage who, 
in 1841, having helped to deliver a mob of cattle from 
Sydney, settled on a property near Mount Eliza which 
he called “Carrup Carrup”.

In the meantime, however, some spasmodic attempts 
had been made to settle in the Cape Schanck area. A 
Mr Charles Campbell took up land there but soon sold 
to Mr Robert Jamieson who in turn soon sold again.

The first settlement at Dromana was on a property 
called “Kangerong”, a name that today is remembered 
in the Parish of Kangerong, Flinders Shire, and in a 
Guest House of that name.

Mornington had its beginning at Fossil Beach two 
miles to the south of its present site. When a pier was 
built at Schnapper Point to facilitate the shipment of 
firewood to Melbourne, settlement developed around 
the pier site. The name Schnapper Point was retained 
as the name of the headland above the pier but the set-
tlement later was named Mornington. The first school 
on the Peninsula was built at Schnapper Point.

During the early days of settlement numerous kanga-
roos and dingoes proved to be a problem. In one drive 
to clear the area of kangaroos, 800 of these animals 
were captured in yards built from bush timber. Skir-
mishes with the native tribesmen were also trouble-
some at times although the natives in this area were 
generally peaceful and readily adopted much of the 
white man’s way of life. They would do almost any-
thing in return for a piece of “damper”. It is interesting 
to note that the Peninsula seems never to have carried 
a large native population despite the availability of 
ample natural food both on land and in the sea.

Supplies for the early settlers on the Peninsula were 
delivered by bullock wagons which were often bogged 
for days in low-lying parts at the northern end of the 
Peninsula. The route from Frankston to Melbourne, 
known as the “Fish Track”, along beach to Brighton 
thence overland proved little better. Mail was deliv-
ered by someone on horseback who could find the 
time to travel to the metropolis to collect the mail.

The first substantial house built on Mornington Penin-
sula is there still. In 1844, Mr G. C. Mccrae, who had 
taken up Arthur’s Seat Run, built for himself and his 
family a homestead that today is known as the Mc-
Crae Homestead. It is located at No. 8 Charles Street, 
McCrae, which is but a short distance off the Nepean 
Highway and almost behind the McCrae lighthouse. 
Timber for the house was felled locally and dragged 
to the site by bullocks. Hand-made nails were used in 
the construction of this fine home. 3,000 bricks for the 
chimneys were brought from Melbourne in the ketch 
Jemima.

Much of the original furniture, drawings, paintings 
and pictures are still in the Mccrae Homestead. With 
the old wine-glasses and other relics of the past there 
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is one item that seems to be of particular interest in 
this house that for so many years has over-looked the 
sea. This is a swinging cabin lamp from the barque 
Argyle that brought the McCrae family from the “old 
country” in 1841.

The McCrae Homestead is open to visitors:

•	 1st December until after Easter Daily:

•	 10 a.m. to noon; 2 p.m. to 5 p.m.

•	 After Easter until 30th November:

•	 Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday 10 a.m. to noon;

•	 Sunday and Public holidays 11 a.m. to noon; 
2 p.m. to 5 p.m.

Immediately inside the western entrance to Western 
Port Bay and at the south eastern extremity of Morn-
ington Peninsula is the town of Flinders. This part of 
the peninsula was first sighted by Lieutenant Grant in 
HMS Lady Nelson in the year 1801. Flinders, which 
still retains much of its rustic beauty, and its peace and 
quietness of earlier years, has an historic association 
with early communications.

In 1883 a submarine telegraph cable was laid from 
Flinders to Low Head in Tasmania. Neither this cable 
nor one that had been laid in 1867 from the Victorian 
coast near Cape Otway, via King Island, to Stanley in 
Tasmania proved satisfactory.

With Federation and a need for vastly improved 
interstate communications, two new cables were laid 
between Flinders and Low Head in 1909. These were 
known as the “East” Cable, 190.460 nautical miles 
long, and the “West”, 189.083 nautical miles long. 
At Flinders the cables dropped into the sea from a 
cable hut on the beach a few yards to the south of the 
present pier.

With the introduction of a submarine telephone cable 
across Bass Strait from Apollo Bay to Stanley in 1935, 
the old “East” and “West” cables were put on stand-
by. In 1942 those portions of these cables that could 
be recovered were lifted from the ocean bed and, as 
a war measure, re-laid across Torres Strait from Cape 
York to Delena, Papua. They were abandoned in 1944. 
This abridged history of Mornington Peninsula would 
not be complete without mention of its two “half-
time” schools that belonged to a period that has now 
passed into Education Department history.

These two schools, served by one teacher, were locat-
ed one at Main Ridge behind Red Hill, and the other 
about half a mile on the Rosebud side of the junction 
of Cape Schanck and Boneo Roads. This latter school 
was locally known as “Black’s Camp” but officially it 

was Cape Schanck State School No. 2168. The lone 
teacher, travelling on horseback, alternated each day 
between the two schools thus providing a teaching 
service at a particular school on Monday, Wednesday, 
Friday of one week, and Tuesday and Thursday of the 
following week. Alternate days, were, of course, spent 
at the other school. Attendance at the Cape Schanck 
school was seldom more than 8 pupils and sometimes 
3 or 4. Most of the pupils walked three miles each 
way between the lighthouse and the school. This 
school was opened in July 1879 and finally closed 
in 1921. Some indication of the size of the building 
might be gained from the fact that, when it was sold 
for removal, it realised only £82.

Origins of some place-names

Arthur’s Seat (1051 ft)

Mr Bowen, Mate of the Lady Nelson, in 1802, wrote 
in his log: “There is a high mountain which I have 
named ‘Arthur’s Seat’ from its resemblance to a 
mountain of that name a few miles from Edinburgh, 
Scotland.”

Balcombe

From the Balcombe family who owned a property, 
“The Briars”, in the area during early settlement.

Brighton

Originally “Watervale”, it was re-named Brighton in 
1841 after Brighton in England.

Bass Strait

From George Bass of the Bass and Flinders team who 
sailed around Tasmania and proved it to be an island.

Cape Schanck

From Captain John Schanck at the British Admiralty 
who invented a retractable keel fitted to Lt Grant’s 
Lady Nelson which enabled the vessel to sail into 
shallow waters during her employment on exploration 
work (Lady Nelson, later under command of Lt Mur-
ray, was the first sailing vessel to enter Port Phillip 
Bay.)

Crib Point

During the early days of exploration a small hut was 
built there. The hut was used by explorers and others 
in which to have lunch, or “crib”, hence Crib Point.

Flinders

From Matthew Flinders (see Bass Strait above).

Frankston

From Charles Franks who, in 1854, was killed by 
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Aborigines and buried on Flagstaff Hill, the first Port 
Phillip burial place after 1838.

Gippsland

Originally known as “Gipps’ Land” and named by 
Count Paul Strzelecki in 1840 after Governor Gipps of 
Port Jackson.

McCrae

From the McCrae family who settled on the southern 
side of Arthur’s Seat in 1844, on Arthur’s Seat Run.

Merricks

Probably from Maurice Meyrick, who fought a duel 
nearby with a Mr E. Baker.

Moorabbin

Believed to have come from the Moorabbin native 
tribe a that visited the Peninsula from time to time.

Mordialloc

From the Aboriginal “Moody Yallock” meaning “Near 
a tidal stream”.

Mornington

From one authority: Originally Schnapper Point, later 
re-named after Lord Mornington who became the 
Marquis of Wellesley, Governor of India. From anoth-
er authority: Named after Mornington, Ireland.

Mount Eliza

From Eliza, wife of Captain Hobson of HMS Rattle-
snake.

Mount Martha

From Martha, wife of Captain Lonsdale, Superinten-
dent of Port Phillip.

Point Nepean

From Sir Ewen Nepean, an early Secretary to the 
British Admiralty.

Rosebud

From the ketch Rosebud wrecked there 1851.

Schnapper Point

From the type of fish that abounded there (see also 
Mornington).

Shoreham

Named by the first school master in the area, after his 
native English Shoreham.

Sorrento

From the seaport village of that name on Dublin Bay, 

Ireland. It was thus named by the Commissioner of 
Lands (Sir Charles Gavan Duffy) in the late 1850s.

Short summary of dates

1801

Lt Grant in Lady Nelson passed through Bass Strait 
naming Cape Otway and Cape Schanck but did not 
realize that Port Phillip Bay existed.

Early February 1802

The first white man set foot on Mornington Peninsula.

March 9 1802

Port Phillip taken possession in the name of King 
George III.

October 10 1803

First death recorded. John Skilhorn.

November 25 1803

First birth recorded. William James Hobart Thorne.

November 28 1803

First marriage recorded. Richard Garrett and Hanna 
Harvey.

1858

Cape Schanck lighthouse established.

1868

First Post Office opened Mornington. The building, 
used as a store, still exists.

1814

McCrae (officially known as Eastern) lighthouse 
established.

July 1819

Cape Schanck State School No. 2168 opened (finally 
closed 1921).

1883

First “private” Flinders – Low Head (Tasmania) sub-
marine telegraph Cable laid (unsatisfactory).

1909

First “official” Flinders – Low Head submarine tele-
graph cable laid (recovered in parts 1942).

Short municipal history

Cranbourne, created a District June 19 1860; pro-
claimed a Shire March 6 1868 (later redefined).

Frankston, created a District November 6 1860, pro-
claimed a Shire November 24 1871.
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Flinders, created a District December 1 1868, pro-
claimed a Shire 1 December 24 1874 (name changed 
from Flinders and Kangerong to Flinders January 28 
1914).

Mornington, constituted a Shire May 31 1893 (name 
changed from New Mornington to Mornington Janu-
ary 19 1894).

Hastings, constituted a Shire October 18 1961.

Port Campbell Attractions

(RACV touring article 1965)

The coastline at Port Campbell, the highlight of a tour 
along the Great Ocean Road, has been described as 
the most magnificent in the Southern Hemisphere for 
easily accessible coastal scenery.

Along the coastal strip from Anglesea to Apollo Bay, 
the steep Otway Ranges plunge straight into the sea 
forming picturesque headlands and bays. But in the 
vicinity of Port Campbell, the high, level country 
terminates abruptly at sheer cliffs of up to 300 feet, 
resulting in natural archways, deep caves, islands, 
grottos and blowholes along twenty miles of spectacu-
lar coastline.

Coastal features to the west of Port Campbell are Two 
Mile Bay, Marble Arch, Murray Steps, Point Hesse, 
London Bridge, and The Grotto, while to the east 
are Beacon Steps, Sentinel Rock, Goudie’s Outlook, 
Haystack Rock, Baker’s Oven Rock, Sherbrook River, 
Broken Head Point and Steps, Thunder Cave and 
Survey Steps, The Blow Hole, Mutton Bird Island, 
Elephant Rock, Loch Ard Gorge, Island Archway, the 
Twelve Apostles and Gibsons Steps. Tracks have been 
made to most of these spots.

For motorists travelling to Port Campbell via Lavers 
Hill and Princetown, Gibsons Steps are the first coast-
al feature encountered, the turnoff being just three 
miles west of Princetown.

Next are the Twelve Apostles, probably the best 
known feature on the coast. Consisting of twelve tiny 
islands quite close to the cliffs, they stretch along the 
coast for some two miles. Actually small isolated por-
tions of the mainland cliffs, many of them are far tall-
er than their width at the base, standing defiant in the 
face of pounding seas. A good track leads to the cliff 
top at the eastern end of the group, where an excellent 
view can be had of nearly all the islands.

Loch Ard Gorge, a large indentation in the coast about 
six miles west of Princetown, contains a large sandy 
beach and several deep caves. The heavy ocean swell 

can be seen rolling through the narrow entrance into a 
small, partially enclosed bay. Steps lead to the floor of 
the gorge where the beach and caves may be inspect-
ed. Sheltered by high cliffs, the western end of the 
beach is ideal for picnics, but the beach is unsafe for 
swimming except in extremely calm weather due to 
strong under-currents. The gorge takes its name from 
the 1,623-ton clipper Loch Ard, which was wrecked 
there during the early hours of June 1st, 1878, with 
the loss of 50 lives. The sole survivors, a Mr Tom 
Pearce and a Miss Carmichael, were carried by chance 
through the turbulent entrance of the gorge to the 
safety of the beach.

Mutton Bird Island, only a stone’s throw from the 
mainland, is a vast breeding ground for mutton birds, 
which arrive every year in mid November to establish 
their nests. Each evening during summer, the birds 
return to the island in thousands, each carrying fish to 
feed their young. The nesting season lasts until mid 
March, when the birds go out to sea for the winter 
months.

The Blow Hole, a large hole about 100 yards in from 
the cliff edge, provides a spectacular sight in rough 
weather when heavy seas enter the long tunnel con-
necting it with the sea and issue forth clouds of spray. 
Steps lead to the entrance of the tunnel, and a close 
view of the surging water. Nearby, Survey Steps lead 
down a small gorge to Thunder Cave, which takes its 
name from the booming sound of waves rushing into 
it along a deep channel. Steps lead to a rock ledge 
which can be reached during calm seas for a closer 
look at the cave.

Sherbrook River offers a restful change of scenery. 
It is a popular picnic spot, with conveniences and 
fireplace handy to the beach and river, where there is a 
particularly safe swimming spot for children.

Marble Arch, a few miles west of Port Campbell, is a 
large archway on a ledge of rock. Steps lead down to 
the ledge enabling visitors to view it at close range.

A little further to the west, a long neck of the main-
land with two large archways and waves washing 
through them has been named London Bridge. Steps 
lead down the cliff nearby to a small beach which is 
good for picnics. Penguins nest in the rocks along the 
cliff edge and can often be seen nestling at the back of 
a dark cavity. This little beach is very steep, and the 
boiling waves present a truly awesome sight. Needless 
to say, it is out of the question for swimming.
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Shipwrecks

(RACV touring article 1965)

A shipwreck in modern times, is, fortunately, a rare 
occurrence. Reliable steam or motor propulsion, 
improved navigational aids particularly in the elec-
tronic field, more accurate charting of coastal waters, 
radio communication, and advances in seamanship 
techniques, each have played their part in making sea 
travel safer.

Radio and radar alone have had a particular impact 
on the safety of life at sea. The regular receipt of time 
signals from shore stations and from which ship’s 
chronometers, a vital part of maritime navigation 
equipment, may be accurately set is but one facet of 
the improvement in facilities.

In the days of sail when the winds and the weather 
often combined to make war against the mariner and 
when that mariner was often forced to navigate with 
the aid of a chronometer that was inaccurate, it is not 
surprising that a landfall after a long voyage without 
sight of land was in turn often inaccurate.

Shipwrecks on the Australian coast dating back to 
1629 when the Dutch vessel Batavia came to grief 
near the Monte Bello Islands on the northwest coast 
of Western Australia, now total approximately 1500. 
On King Island in Bass Strait alone there have been 
57 known wrecks. The greatest Australian shipping 
disaster in terms of lives lost occurred on King Island 
in 1845 when the Ship Cataraqui was lost there with 
399 souls. Only 9 were saved. But the western coast 
of Victoria has also been the graveyard of many fine 
ships, some relics of which may still be seen under 
favorable weather and tide conditions. Several of 
these happened to be vessels endeavoring to find the 
entrance to Port Phillip Bay in adverse weather condi-
tions and being driven ashore in the process.

In the early hours of September 4 1880, the Ameri-
can vessel Eric the Red struck a reef about two miles 
off Cape Otway. This vessel was carrying a cargo of 
exhibits for the International Exhibition being held 
in Melbourne and broke in two almost immediately. 
Goods included pianos, cases of silver plate, toys, 
organs, sewing machines and many other valuable 
items. Wreckage came ashore at widely dispersed 
places including Westernport Bay, Kennet River, 
Apollo Bay and Port Campbell. The rusted ship’s 
anchor and chain may still be seen at low tide a short 
distance on the Apollo Bay side of the Cape Otway 
lighthouse reserve.

The large barquentine Speculant rounded Cape Otway 

on February 10 1911 in a strong south-westerly gale 
and misty conditions, the Captain believing his ship to 
be well clear of land. Without warning the vessel went 
ashore at Cape Patton. Portions of the keel and a few 
pieces of rusted metal may still be seen, near a cave a 
short distance to the east of Cape Patton.

Point Lonsdale is another graveyard. But here, due 
mainly to strong tides, and to gales and heavy seas 
that seem always to quickly build up in the train of 
most shipwrecks, there are few visible signs of past 
wrecks. There are, however, to be found embedded in 
the reef below the lighthouse several iron hooks that 
were placed there to assist in salvaging cargo from the 
4-masted Barque George Roper which went ashore in 
fog on July 4 1883.

Weather has not been responsible for all maritime 
losses on the Victorian coast, one in particular among 
others being that of City of Rayville. Early in the eve-
ning of November 8 1940, this large and fully loaded 
steamer of about 17,000 tons struck an enemy mine 
about six miles southeast of Cape Otway and sank 
within a few minutes. Fishermen from Apollo Bay, in 
hazardous weather conditions and after great effort 
picked up 39 of the 40 crew members of City of Ray-
ville. The vessel lies in 210 feet of water but to date 
no effort seems to have been made to savage the cargo 
much of which consisted of copper and lead.

A Boat

(RACV touring article 1966)

The 1966 Boat Show commences on Friday of this 
week, July 22nd, at the Melbourne Exhibition Build-
ing. It will be open to the public each day excepting 
Sunday between 11 am and 10 pm until the evening of 
July 30. It is expected that a variety of boats will be on 
display ranging in size from 10 ft to 34 ft and includ-
ing a trimaran and several yachts.

Officially a boat is a vessel under 65 ft in length but 
by common useage the word “boat” now applies to a 
variety of vessels, large and small. There are Manly 
Ferry Boats, and Murray River Boats; there are yachts 
and cabin cruisers. Indeed the commander of the 
mammoth trans-Atlantic liner Queen Mary has heard 
his floating palace referred to as a boat. But these are 
not really boats in the mind of the sailor. To the sailor 
a boat is “a small, open, oared or sailing vessel”, 
although he will concede that an engine may now be 
included as a means of propulsion.

All commercial and some pleasure vessels that go to 
sea carry one or more boats. In most cases these are 
called life boats although some vessels, such as light-
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house tenders, carry also work boats.

Ship’s life boats vary in size and may be of wood 
or metal construction. The average dimensions of a 
life boat would be about 28 ft long, 8 ft wide and 4 
ft deep. Each life boat is accurately measured as the 
figures obtained determine the number of people that 
can be safely carried. The length, width and depth are 
multiplied together, a safety factor applied, and the re-
sult divided by 10, thus allowing in effect one person 
to each 10 cubic feet of internal space. These boats are 
always carefully maintained, fully equipped, and kept 
ready for immediate use should a necessity arise. They 
are stocked with water, biscuits, spare life jackets, 
a compass, oars, sails, sea anchor, distress signals, 
and buoyancy tanks. If time permits when leaving a 
sinking ship additional equipment may be placed in 
the boats. At least one chronometer, a sextant, charts, 
spare rope and tackle, and probably extra food and 
water would be added.

The longest known voyage made by a ship’s life boat 
resulted from the loss of the steamer Trevessa in the 
Indian Ocean on June 4 1923. This steamer sprang a 
leak in a heavy seaway and quickly sank. The crew, 
totalling 44 men, with some considerable difficulty 
got away in two of the ship’s life boats and spent over 
3 weeks at sea. One boat reached Rodriguez Island 
after a voyage of 1556 miles in 22 days 19 hours, 
while the other boat (having missed Rodriguez in the 
dark) reached Mauritius in 24 days 20 hours after 
sailing 1747 miles. If time had allowed someone to 
collect the chronometers before abandoning the ship, 
more accurate navigation would have been possible 
thus allowing the boats to shape a direct course over a 
shorter distance of 1330 miles to Rodriguez.

Trevessa’s Captain, who, as a result of wartime sink-
ings, had already experienced life in open boats, firm-
ly believed that condensed milk was a vital stores ne-

cessity in life boats. He stocked his boats in this case 
accordingly. Throughout those three weeks of great 
hardship, through storms and calms, through days and 
nights, in great discomfort and often thoroughly wet 
to the skin and cold, all but a few of the men survived 
on about 3 tablespoons of condensed milk, one ship’s 
biscuit and less than a small cup of water issued three 
times daily.

The RACV Boating Guide, pages 11, 14, 15 and 41, 
provides useful information for boating enthusiasts, on 
safety aspects of this sport.

Migratory Birds

(RACV touring article 1965)

Throughout the world many types of birds are migra-
tory. Despite all dangers of storms, droughts, forest 
fires, and man himself, millions of birds undertake 
phenomenal migratory flights, sometimes returning 
via the out-going route, but sometimes following a 
figure of eight route. Sometimes whole continents and 
oceans are spanned in the course of these flights.

The Wandering Albatross, which possibly circum-
navigates the earth several times in a year, has never 
fully been understood. This bird often followed sailing 
vessels for many days particularly in the Cape Horn 
area, seemingly never resting or eating. It can still be 
seen from passenger steamers in southern latitudes.

The Artic Tern, a midget by comparison with the 
albatross, breeds in northern Canada, Greenland and 
Iceland, and winters on the south and west coasts of 
Africa but penetrates as far south as Antarctica. This 
bird travels up to 11,000 miles twice a year.

The Swallow, with which we are all familiar, is an-
other small bird that migrates. Seldom if ever will a 
swallow be seen during winter in Victoria. However, 
as a harbinger of Spring, the swallow will suddenly 
appear, in the meantime having flown to distant places 
and covered a round distance of 5,000 to 7,000 miles.

The Mutton Bird, so well known on the islands of 
Bass Strait, on parts of the South Australian, Tasma-
nian and New Zealand coasts, and to a lesser extent on 
our Phillip Island, is another bird that “goes north for 
the winter”. It has an amazingly regular flight pattern.

This bird leaves Bass Strait in our Autumn, veers 
wide out from the east coast of Australia towards New 
Zealand, then wings away across the Pacific Ocean 
to pass our winter months off the coast of Japan and 
in the Bering Sea. When Autumn comes to the North 
Pacific Ocean this bird flies down the coast of North 
America, then heads diagonally across the Pacific to 

A boat – going ashore at Cliffy Is. Lighthouse.
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hit the Australian coast in late September and in Octo-
ber and November. Its flight path follows a figure-of-
eight pattern.

The Mutton Bird population estimates vary, but a 
figure of 120 million has been calculated. Despite the 
20,000-mile trans-equatorial flight of these birds, it is 
on the last leg of their flight back to Australia that di-
saster awaits them. In the final sweep into Bass Strait 
they encounter strong head winds and often gales. 
Partly exhausted after their long homeward flight, 
dead Mutton Birds can sometimes be seen in hun-
dreds, washed up on beaches of eastern Australia.

The name “Mutton Bird” was adopted by early settlers 
on Bass Strait islands who found the flesh of the birds 
not unlike mutton. In fact the bird is a short-tailed or 
slender-billed shearwater, otherwise Puffinus tenuiros-
tris!

The early settlers also called the bird the “Yowler” 
because of its high-pitched screech. In small rook-
eries where there might be but a few chicks during 
a hatching season, and where individual calls can be 
distinguished from the multitude, the call of the young 
Mutton Bird can sound like the cry of a child in pain.

Perhaps the outstanding feature of the Mutton Bird, 
and one that continues to amaze naturalists, is its un-
canny accurate homing to its previous precise nesting 
place.

New Zealand

(RACV touring article 1966)

We normally think of New Zealand as two islands, 
North Island and South Island, separated by Cook 
Strait, a tempestuous 20 miles of sea. There are, 
however, many other islands including Stewart, the 
Chathams, Auckland, Great Barrier, Bounty, Camp-
bell, Snares and others.

The length of coastline of the two main islands is 
approximately 4,000 miles encircling areas totalling 
105,736 square miles, an interesting feature being that 
no part of New Zealand is more than 75 miles from 
the sea. Another interesting point is that over 75% of 
the surface area is higher than 650 feet, the highest 
point being Mt Cook, 12,549 ft, near the centre of the 
South Island.

Legendary landings on New Zealand soil were made 
by Polynesians about 950 AD and again about 1150 
AD but historians and anthropologists claim that 
the first settlement by a large number of immigrants 
occurred in approximately 1350 when fleets of canoes 
brought many hundreds of islanders from whom 

Maoris claim ancestry. The first recorded white man to 
discover New Zealand was Abel Tasman in 1642–45. 
Captain Cook charted both islands in 1769–70. Whal-
ers, sealers and traders were the first white settlers and 
began to arrive about 1840.

Land purchase in New Zealand, from 1840 onward, 
caused considerable friction between the whites and 
Maoris. Considerable complexity existed in regard 
to ownership. The Maoris failed to understand per-
manence of transfer of ownership implied in selling 
land. Prior to white settlement both occupied and 
untenanted land was divided among tribes with de-
clared boundaries; land ownership was a tribal, not an 
individual matter and depended on both conquest and 
permanent occupation. Some blood shed, the setting 
up of various “Boards” “Courts” and “Trusts”, and 
Parliamentary enactments, perhaps particularly the 
Maori Land Act of 1929, finally brought about a clear 
understanding of this complex and contentious matter.

The population of the two main islands is now ap-
proximately 2.5 million, the chief towns and their 
populations being Auckland (466,300), Christchurch 
(226,800), Wellington (155,300) and Dunedin 
(106,100).

The scenic beauties of New Zealand can perhaps be 
summarized in the following few words. There is an 
extensive lake system with fast flowing rivers and 
steep waterfalls; there are several glaciers and large 
expanses of snowfields particularly in the Southern 
Alps; there are rich plains, river flats, and perhaps of 
particular note there are the geysers, hot and cold wa-
ter ones, steaming lakes, mud pools, boiling springs, 
mineral baths and Maori guides, all readily available 
at Rotorua (Maori name for Second Lake), 144 miles 
south east of Auckland. Hot water, piped straight from 
back yard bores at Rotorua, is freely used for house-
hold central heating and cooking. Unfortunately, a 
high sulphur content makes this water unsuitable for 
drinking or washing. Steam from deep bores is now 
being used to drive turbines that generate large quan-
tities of electrical power, the Wairaki power station 
alone producing 266,000 kilowatts, about one seventh 
of the North Island’s power needs.

New Zealand has been called the most concentrated 
wonderland of scenery and sport in the world.

Already the RACV Travel Service is planning its 
next Christmas Escorted Tour to this holiday paradise 
across the Tasman.
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Cotton Growing

(RACV touring article 1966)

Cotton fibre has been used by man since ancient 
times, as far back as 3000 BC, but only in the last 200 
years has it become one of the most important raw 
materials in world-wide use. The world uses some 24 
billion lbs of cotton lint a year.

Cotton grows best in warm conditions and where not 
stressed by moisture shortage. It will produce good 
crops in sub-tropical, temperate and arid regions 
provided it is irrigated. Countries that produce cotton 
include Australia, parts of India, Pakistan, Russia, 
Brazil, Peru and particularly the Cotton Belt of the 
southern states of the USA.

Botanically, cotton is related to the familiar hibiscus. 
By nature, it is a perennial shrub reaching to about 12 
feet high. Commercially it is grown as an annual to a 
height of four feet or less. It has a deep tap root which 
grows quickly to a depth of five feet or more thus 
assisting in its drought-resisting quality. Controlled 
irrigation is, however, the answer to sturdy growth and 
profitable production.

Behaviour of the cotton plant is fairly precise and pre-
dictable. Seedlings emerge 4 to 14 days after sowing, 
depending on soil temperature. Flowers appear about 
60 days after the seedlings and are creamy white, 
about 2½ inches long and 2 inches across when open. 
Within 4 days the flowers change from creamy white 
through pink to red, mauve or purple and the petals 
fall. After a lapse of about 25 days from petal-fall a 
boll, or seed capsule, develops. After a further 35 to 
55 days the boll bursts and exposes the “seed cot-
ton”. Harvesting then commences and this is usually 
repeated three or four weeks later. In some countries 
hand harvesting is still practiced, although mechanical 
harvesters are now widely used.

Until the 18th century, cotton fibres were spun and 
woven by hand processes. In 1793 a cotton “gin” was 
invented and this revolutionised the cotton processing 
industry. A gin is a mechanised means of working 
harvested seed cotton in a manner that separates the 
lint (raw cotton fibre) from the seed. Recent publicity 
given to cotton growing as a part of the Ord River 
scheme in northwest Western Australia might lead one 
to believe that the industry is quite new to Australia 
but this is not so. Queensland has been Australia’s 
cotton growing State for 100 years or more. In 1840 
Queensland produced its first commercial cotton 
which, in 1870, achieved a peak of 7½ million lbs of 
lint. After the end of the Civil War, the USA began 

to produce large quantities of cotton by cheap labor. 
This cotton was exported to countries such as Austra-
lia more cheaply than it could be grown locally, thus 
strangling the local industry. In course of time, howev-
er, Australia again took an interest in cotton growing 
which now is an expanding industry in Queensland, 
New South Wales, Western Australia, the Northern 
Territory and to some extent in Victoria. In the area 
around Narrabri – Wee Waa, over 10,000 acres, all ir-
rigated from the Keepit Dam on the Namoi River, are 
under cotton. It has been forecast that by 1970 50,000 
acres in New South Wales alone will be under cotton 
and yield a $12 million crop.

By-products of the cotton industry are surprising-
ly large in number. After the seed cotton has been 
ginned, various by-products are used in the manu-
facture of cotton-seed oil which in turn is used in the 
manufacture of margarine and cooking oils. Others 
find their way into rayon, gun powder, films, shat-
ter-proof glass, plastics, feed-cake for livestock, high 
quality writing paper and many other items in com-
mon use. Even the hulls (seed coats) are used as an 
organic dressing for soil.
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Yesterday and To-day

There lives a fair and blue-eyed boy 
In home on rocky shore. 
His interest was in ships that passed 
By day when storms did roar.

He tried to learn to signal them, 
With flags and lights as well. 
Although he was so very small, 
He did his message tell.

As he grew up to manhood strong, 
His learning grew with him, 
And now he signals for the men 
On aeroplanes so trim.

This man of brains was not content 
To do one thing alone, 
He learned to be a pilot too, 
And round the world will roam.

Across the Timor Sea he goes, 
With comrades brave and true. 
To Keopang, Rambang, Singapore, 
Their ports of call are few.

Long hours they travel through the air, 
And many sights they see. 
Our men are pioneering now, 
A service strong and free.

My wish to them as airmen strong 
Will always be the same, 
Help and sure guidance from above 
To bring them home again.

I hope their work will bring success, 
To our dear Motherland; 
The home of our brave forefathers, 
Who were so strong and grand.

[Untitled]

The ocean deep was dotted white, 
With ships serene and grand. 
Along our coast they’d quickly sail, 
Or quite becalmed would stand.

Time came when fewer ships were seen 
As steamboats took their place. 
They passed out lighthouse on the shore, 
Oft times with gales to face.

When help they needed from the shore, 
Code signals they would make, 
As seen by keeper on look-out, 
The message he would take.

To signal to the shore at night 
Was seldom done at all, 
Except by firing rockets bright, 
When they had need to call.

A Digby lamp was put in use, 
And messages they morsed. 
The flashing lights now could be seen, 
As orders were endorsed.

As old Grantalla made her way, 
Her Captain gave much thought, 
Of how to make a brighter light. 
Invention now he sought.

Success was his, and soon he made 
A gas-light clear and bright. 
His lamps were used along the coast, 
By all ships in the night.

Our Captain talked with his big light, 
From Cliffy, to Little Bourke. 
He and the Keeper pioneered 
This hobby and new work.

Communication to the land 
Thus simplified became, 
Enabling Captain, or his crew, 
When asked, to give their name.

This useful work was carried on, 
Till “Sparks” became renowned. 
Since then, the wireless-wave has been 
The one to claim the crown.

Appendix 2 – Poems by Fred
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