[image: image1.jpg]


LYTTLETON II
REST IN PIECES

It can best be described as a tragedy in the 21st century, when we think about the recent loss of the steamtug LYTTLETON II. There is also a touch of irony in her fateful story as I recall the first time I met this beautiful ship.

Things weren’t going well for the members of the steamtug Victor restoration group. With no financial backing and very limited income, the tug was slipping further into disrepair with every passing week, as we toiled on, 1 step forward while she took 2 steps back. We had discussed earlier the excitement and mystery surrounding the arrival of another beautiful steamtug which had taken up temporary residence at Rippleside, just across the way from us at Yarra Street pier, Geelong. 

So it was with great surprise one Saturday afternoon, that I was called over to the locked gates where the public paid their $1 for a tour over the old tug on Sunday afternoons, to meet a man claiming to be the owner of the steamtug LYTTLETON II. Ned Dawson was an interesting chap with a quick wit and a story about every part of the ship from his own adventures in the world of steamtugs, which he recounted for me during his personal tour of our rusty ship.
Ned suggested that he repay our hospitality with a visit aboard LYTTLETON II. She was an impressive ship with her magical engine room boasting 2 triple expansion engines and a McGregor steering engine!
The surprise was even greater a month later, when Ned rang me with asking for my assistance as the only person he knew in Geelong, and the LYTTLTON II had to be taken to Melbourne to be as the plans for work in Geelong had changed.

I loaded up my old truck with a couple of tons of scrap wood which a mate of mine collected to run the boilers during the Geelong Show, pushed it all down the coal scuttles on the old girl, pulled it out in the stokehold and lit the boilers.

I left late in the afternoon to join my shift at Shell Geelong, and returned at midnight to relieve Ned who had kept the fires burning gently in my absence.

I spent the next 3 days sleeping mostly with my head in my hands in the stokehold, or in the second engineer’s cabin in the aft crew’s quarters. (I didn’t feel comfortable to sleep in the Chief’s cabin… I mean, what would I say if the Chief came down there???) 
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On the second day, I was joined by John Norris from Lake Goldsmith, and a colleague from Shell and ex pusser, John Howe (who is now the Area manager for Asia/Pacific for Nalco water treatment). Derek Harper was the surveyor for our insurance company and we assisted him to test run the deck machinery, steering engine, pumps, and other auxiliaries on board. Having extensive experience with recip steam in his earlier days, he was like a kid in a lolly shop, and you could see him almost melt at the knees, when we got the main engines to gently roll ahead under their own steam.
The expected departure time was drawing closer, and John Norris and I, already tired, were sitting in the stokehold attending to business. I felt like the king fully in charge of his domain within those steel walls, when an unfamiliar person burst into the boiler room, passing us without acknowledgment and started fiddling with MY gauge glasses! Like a whirlwind, he disappeared as quickly as he came. I was a little taken back by this intrusion on my dream and had to ask John “Who the hell was that?”
“Oh, “ replied John, “That’s the real Chief engineer!”

OK… so now I concede my crown and felt happier that I didn’t sleep in his bunk!

That evening we had fires trimmed, engines rolling and Ned passing us a box of cold, greasy take away food from the near by truck stop, when a bus load of tourists arrived and clambered onboard. Now who??? John had to inform me that they were the members of the Victorian Steamship Association who ran the steamtug Wattle. I had often though about visiting them, but hey… Melbourne is such a long way; it wouldn’t be worth traveling such long distances when I had my beloved steamtug Victor right here in Geelong!

We slipped our berth and moved out into the channel with a gusty SW wind belting across Corio Bay. John and I had long been in a routine in my shrunken kingdom, the stokehold. Running at about 55 degC, we sliced, picked, prodded, trimmed and nurtured the 6 hungry fires with the crappy coal we had found in the bottom of the almost empty bunkers, pulling out huge clinkers from the top of the fires which burned our eyes with sulphurous gas until we extinguished them on the stokehold floor.
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Our routine was broken by a visit to the stokehold by the 2nd engineer, John Davis and a visitor dressed in nice designer jeans that looked out of place amongst the coal dust and ash. “Hello, I’m Leigh, can I have a turn at stoking?” He came back 10 minutes later in overalls and we gave him a shovel.
With the ship rolling heavily, firing was not as easy as it looked. Leigh scooped up a shovel full of the fine dust which had accumulated at the bottom of the bunker doorway and dropped it just inside the firebox door. It immediately ignited engulfing our apprentice in a huge fireball. John and I were biting hard on our bottom lip trying hard not to laugh. Fortunately he soon got the hang of it and left not long after to rub shoulders with the engineers. Later on deck he invited me to become a part of the steamship association, which I did, and they still can’t get rid of me! Captain Chris Mitchell later recalled that the journey had taken 9 hours and averaged only 3 knots with the bad coal (or was it bad firemen?) and bad weather. Everyone was thoroughly exhausted and partly seasick when we arrived. We were so happy it was all over, but only minutes passed before we were asking when we could do it again.
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So, now the irony… that 20 years later I arrived in Melbourne after steering the Geelong tug Edina all the way to meet the sad looking LYTTLETON II waiting at her berth for her final journey back to the slipway in Geelong where she was to go 20 years earlier, except this time to be broken up.
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It is extremely sad that all the thousands of hours of work,  have finally come to this. And the thought of scrapping a rare steamtug in the 21st century is sheer madness, but what other options do we have? We had our chance with LYTTLETON II, but procrastination, bad management, poor decisions, and failing to make better use of options available to us were not utilized. Does this sound familiar? Incidentally, steamtug VICTOR also met the same fate through similar circumstances. So what of the future for WATTLE? Time is of the essence! For every day she sits waiting, 2 days will be needed to reverse her demise. Leigh and myself have put in a lot of hard work, and sleepless nights to assess and finally remove the burden of LYTTLETON II freeing us to pursue the restoration of Wattle without hindrance. Let us make the most of our future and move forward together. 

Mark Dye. 
