
It is estimated that over 8 thousand shipwrecks lie scattered around Australia’s coastline form the early days of 

navigation in the 1600s to the present day; only about 2 thousand having been located. Ships were lost for a 

variety of reasons - gales, cyclones, rough seas and swells; reefs, sandbars and rocks; shifting cargos that left 

the ships listing dangerously and taking on water; collisions and World War II casualties.          

Many came to grief on the East Coast between Seal Rocks and the Central Coast, with some 200-300 off 

Newcastle itself. Newcastle is said to have been the 5th busiest port in the world at the turn of the 19th century. 

This was part of the main trading route for coal, timber and supplies; not just overseas but also between ports 

in Australia as the road and rail networks were nonexistent. Newcastle Harbour and the Hunter River were 

tricky to navigate through the narrow entrance, rocks, shallows, and swells.  The notorious sandbank known as 

the Oyster Bank off Stockton claimed many vessels and has been developed into the 2 km shipwreck walk along 

the northern break wall., where some of the iron and steel wrecks were incorporated into the break wall. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Adolphe was chartered by J and A Brown to take coal from Newcastle to Chile. She had already left Antwerp 

(Belgium) when her instructions were changed to go to Sydney to collect grain instead, however, they did not 

reach the captain. Brown’s tugs did not arrive and so the opposition’s tugs took on the task. As the tugs were 

beginning to bring her in, a message was flagged from Nobby’s Signal station, to go to Sydney, not Newcastle. 

But it came too late. In large seas the Adolphe was hit by 3 waves – the first broke 

the rope attaching her to the tug Victoria, the second pushed her toward the 

Oyster Bank and the third lifted her and dumped her 

on top of a stockpile of other shipwrecks –including 

Lindus, Colonist, Wendouree, and Cawarra. Due to 

expert seamanship all aboard were rescued, unlike 

the Cawarra, which was one of Australia’s worst 

peacetime maritime disasters, claiming 60 lives, with 

only 1 survivor.             Sources: Lost Newcastle; UON 
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Thank you to Pat Conroy and staff, supporting our community, and heritage. 

 

              
Oyster Bank wrecks: Adolphe 1904 with mast of Regent Murray 1899; Paddle steamer Cawarra 1866; Lindus 1899.                                                 
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SWANSEA                      
SS BONNIE DUNDEE                                  
Scottish brothers, George and Bruce Nicoll, came to Australia c.1840 from Dundee, Scotland. They were 
merchants running ships from Sydney to the Northern Rivers of NSW to transport passengers, mail, coal, timber 
and grain. Rather than use paddlewheelers or sailing ships they introduced screw steamers driven by propellers. 
In 1877 their new ship was launched from a shipyard in Dundee, appropriately called the SS Bonnie Dundee.               
On March 10 1879, Bonnie Dundee left Sydney bound for Taree on the Manning River with a crew of 21, 
including a female steward, and 3 female passengers. About 6pm after a change of command the navigation 
lights were lit as they were off the Central Coast. Meanwhile, the 
SS Barrabool, which was nearly twice the size, left Newcastle 
heading for Melbourne. At around 8pm both were off Swansea. 
Even though the ships had been in sight for about half an hour, 
the Barrabool collided with the Bonnie Dundee, hitting her about 
halfway on the starboard side. The Bonnie Dundee took on water 
very quickly and sank in about 4 minutes near Moon Island just 
south of Swansea. Some of the crew and passengers jumped onto 

the Barrabool but the cabin boy fell into 
the water and was lost. The four women 
on board drowned. The Barrabool (pictured left) returned to Newcastle, revealing a 
hole in her bow above the waterline. In the aftermath attempts to recover the bodies 
were unsuccessful, and the Mate in charge of the Bonnie Dundee was found to be 
negligent and suspended for a year. The ship was under-insured, and the cargo was not 
insured. The Barrabool continued working but sank another ship several years later. 
She became known as The Great Australian Ram having also had a collision in 
Queensland earlier, and was reputed to steer badly, so other vessels gave her a wide 
berth whenever possible.                               Sources: McFayden Scuba, UON,                                                                                 

SCOTCH QUEEN Another boat to come to grief at Swansea was the Scotch Queen on the dangerous bar, just a 
few days before Christmas in 1919. The Scotch Queen left Cockle Creek carrying a deep-sea fishing party of 10 
men. When they saw the bad conditions on the bar and the 
danger signal  up at the pilot station they attempted to turn back. 
However, the engine stopped when water splashed onto the 
magneto. They managed to restart the engine but a large wave 
came over the launch, and the engine stopped again. The men 
kept frantically wiping the magneto to keep it dry, but to no avail 
as the sea-spray kept coming in. The men tried to get the oars, 
but found that one of them had been washed off, leaving them 
drifting powerlessly. After about half an hour with a strong northeast wind blowing, and an outgoing tide she 
continued drifting onto the bar where she was hit by a series of big waves which capsized and sank her.  Some 
of the men were carried out to sea by the tide, some tried to hang on to a piece of timber.     
While the pilot launched a boat, his wife tried to telephone Newcastle, and his son sped the 
3 miles to Swansea on horseback to raise the alarm. Boatbuilder James L Boyd responded with 
some other men, launching a boat to assist. Three men were able to be rescued. The coroner 
ruled the deaths as accidental drownings but strongly recommended that communications 
with Swansea needed to be improved to function 24 hours, seven days a week. [At the time 
they ceased after 6pm on weekdays, 1pm Saturdays, and all day Sunday.]              Source: LMCC            
More recently in January,1970. The 20-foot game fishing boat, MARINER, capsized as it cut 

inshore off Moon Island, throwing the 2 men into the water. Picked up by another boat, they 
were taken to the shelter of the island where they anchored the 
boat and bailed it out. But the rope parted and it was smashed to 
pieces on the rocks.                                         Source: NBN News 
Another rescue became necessary in June 2025, when a fishing 
boat was lifted by a wave and smashed onto rocks The men clung 
to the boat before being winched to safety.         Source: Ten News 

 

 

 

 

Launch of Scotch Queen 1900 
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NINE MILE BEACH                   
ILLALONG                                                                     
The Illalong was a wooden steamer built at a shipyard on the Bellinger River near Urunga in 1908 to carry out 
river and coastal transport of timber, gravel and produce. Previously known as Boambee, she had an eventful 
career, having been sunk three times before, but refloated and repaired. Bought 
by the Hunter River Steamship Co, she was renamed Illalong. In March 1948 she 
was bound for Newcastle from Sydney, with a cargo of general goods and brattice 
cloth for the coal mines. In thick fog, after passing Norah Head she veered close 
to shore, running aground c.3a.m. about halfway along Nine Mile Beach. The 
crew climbed down a ladder onto the beach bringing food with them and ate 
breakfast on the beach.  The Captain then walked about 2 kms along a bush track 
which took him to the John Darling Cplliery, to telephone authorities. This time 
she was beyond salvage. She was sold as a wreck and stripped of her fittings while 
her cargo of brattice, damaged by seawater, was sold separately as packing 
hessian.                                                       Sources: OEH; Newcastle on Hunter     
LOWESTOFT                     
The Lowestoft was an iron hulled paddle steam tug built in the UK in 1846 before being used for port services 
in Newcastle. In 1864 she was on her way to Sydney to tow up the ship Prince Consort.  “The steam-tug left 
Newcastle on Friday at 12 o’clock, with a light southerly weather. She proceeded as far as Cape Three Points 
[near Avoca on the Central Coast] when the wind shifted to S.E. blowing a perfect hurricane, with heavy, 
confused sea, and scarcely making any headway. Captain Beecher deemed it advisable to put the steamer before 
it, but found she would not run before it on account of the heavy sea, The steamer was then kept off shore, the 
engines going easy. At about midnight the crew commenced bailing out with ash buckets. Previous to this , the 
engineer had all available pumps at work and bilge injections were also brought into requisition. At about half-
past 12, the wind shifted to the southward, and at 4.30 the vessel was put about and headed in about W.S.W. 
At 6a.m. on Saturday morning, Captain Beecher made Bird Island Point, and stood close in shore. The water was 
now gaining on them very fast….admitting large quantities of water. The fires were put out at about 9a.m., and 
those on board found the only chance of saving life was to beach the vessel which happened at 10.30a.m., about 
a mile and a half from Lake Macquarie…. The crew later walked to Lake Macquarie…. The residents provided 
them with clothing and food……..the hull of the Lowestoft is completely broken up, nothing being left standing 
but the engines and boiler… “                                                                         Source:   Newcastle Chronicle, Oct 5, 1864. 
30th SEPTEMBER, 1864 – A WILD WEATHER NIGHT                                             
Another ship that succumbed to the weather was the brig GERTRUDE. Having left Newcastle bound for Sydney 
she encountered the full force of the gale and was also driven ashore onto Nine Mile Beach around midnight. 
The Captain and crew scrambled up the rigging for safety and clung there for 3 hours as breakers continued to 
batter the ship. Shortly before dawn she listed over, with her masts to the land. The crew were able to scramble 
onto the beach. The cook however was washed from the rigging. When morning dawned, the brig was almost 
broken into pieces, and despite searching they couldn’t find 
the cook. They stayed in the bush all night without shelter, 
and with hardly any clothing left on them. A local resident 
near Redhead tended to their needs, and the men then 
walked into town.               
About a mile south of where the Gertrude went aground, the 
schooner JAMES was also lost after leaving Newcastle with a 
cargo of coal bound for Sydney. Despite a long and mighty 
battle, they were no match for the storm and the schooner 
was a total wreck. The crew of 6 joined up with the crew of 
the Gertrude heading into Newcastle . 

 

          

 

 

 

 

Source: Newcastle Chronicle Wed 5 Oct 1864 
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CATHERINE HILL BAY                                                  
WRECK OF THE CATHERINE HILL                                
The two-masted wooden schooner Catherine Hill was built at Wiseman’s Ferry in 1866, to transport cargo along 
the coast. On June 21, 1867 she was travelling from Richmond River to Newcastle loaded with 30,000 feet of pine 
and cedar when she was hit by a fierce gale and ran aground on Bird Island Point south of Lake Macquarie.     
“….with a view of keeping the ship off the land – the sea filling the decks on every tack level with the rails. At 7.30 
am the sea forced the vessel inside the Gulf Point, to the north of Moon Island. The ship at this time was struck 
by a heavy sea which threw her over on her beam ends. As soon as she recovered herself again we lowered down 
the mainsail, and while doing so she was struck by another heavy sea which split the mainsail. Seeing that every 
effort to save the vessel was of no avail, we kept her head for the beach in order to save life, but in the act o f 
doing so she breached to when a heavy sea washed over her and washed overboard Thomas Haywood (mate) and 
John Doring (cook) with everything off the deck……."                         As recorded on the ship’s log                       
The remaining 4 crew members, covered in cuts and bruises and not much else, made it to the beach. The sea 
was so rough, it had ripped off most of their clothes. They were found the next day by James Taaffe an early 
settler from Cams Wharf. The bay where she ran aground was later named Catherine Hill Bay to commemorate 
the wrecked ship.                                                                                                          Sources: OEH; LMCC. 

Catherine Hill Bay (CHB)was served by many ships during the operation of the coal mine, and many were lost. 

• “Advance” - Iron screw steamer tug, 181 tons. Collided with the barque Inverna and sank off 
Catherine Hill Bay. Seven of the crew of eight drowned. (25 December, 1908) 

• “Douglas” - Wooden launch. Swamped off Swansea Bar; lost at Catherine Hill Bay. (19 May 1947) 

• “Erica” - Wooden yacht, 25 tons Was moored to a buoy at Catherine Hill Bay while experiencing 
engine trouble during a storm. Was lost when the cable snapped. (1 June 1929) 

• “Illaroo” - Steel screw steamer. Blown ashore at CHB during a storm. Unable to be refloated. (1903) 

• “Iverna” - Barque. Collided with the tug Advance off Catherine Hill Bay. The tug sank. Seven of the 
crew of eight drowned. (25 December 1908) 

• “Lubra” - Iron screw steamship, collier, 467 tons. After striking a sunken object was beached in 
Catherine Hill Bay. (19 February 1920) 

• “Oakland” - Steel steamship. Collided with the iron paddle steamer Sydney off Bird Island, south of 
Catherine Hill Bay. The vessels were damaged but operatable; no loss of life. (24 June 1893) 

• “Paris” - Schooner, 87 tons. Capsized in a squall, her remains were sighted bottom up off Catherine 
Hill Bay. She was later beached near Lake Macquarie. (12 February 1912) 

• “Port Jackson” - Iron screw steamer, tug, 108 tons. Broke down and drifted ashore 8 km south of 
Catherine Hill Bay. Unable to be refloated. (12 February 1910) 

• “Shamrock” - Iron screw steamer, 1301 tons. Dismantled after springing a leak when leaving 
Catherine Hill Bay. An examination showed her bottom to be badly damaged and after several 
attempts to refloat her had failed, she was dismantled. (31 March 1903) 

• “Sydney” - Iron paddle steamer. Collided with the 
steamer Oakland off Bird Island, south of Catherine 
Hill Bay. The vessels were damaged but operatable; no 
loss of life. (24 June 1893) 

• “Wallarah” - Steel screw steamer, 633 tons. Washed 
ashore and wrecked near the jetty in big seas while 
leaving Catherine Hill Bay with a cargo of coal. (16 April 
1914).               Source: https://catherinehillbay.org.au 
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