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RESCUING CRUMPY: 

By Jack Crooks 

 

“Hey Jack, I think you‟d better come on deck. We‟re coming up on this island  

 

and I can see something moving about the beach.” 

 

 Owen was on the helm and there was a note of urgency in his voice, which  

 

had me swinging quickly out of my bunk and heading for the companionway. I  

 

paused at the chart table to glance at the chart. Cairns to Princess Charlotte Bay. I  

 

looked at my watch. It was nearly midday. We had sailed from Cooktown at 0830 and  

 

had been doing a good six knots in the fresh South East trade wind. This meant we  

 

must have covered about twenty four miles which would put us roughly ten miles  

 

south of Cape  Flattery. I peered at the chart again. We must be approaching  Three  

 

Isles. 

 

 “Is it the one with the light tower on it?” I bellowed.  

 

 “Yes,” shouted Owen. “There‟s definitely something moving. Something  

 

quite big.” 

 

 “Can‟t be,” I said confidently as I climbed on deck. “These Islands are  

 

just specks of sand. Nothing can live on them.” I glanced over at  a typical  

 

cartoonist‟s desert Island with one coconut palm. This one  also had a steel  light  

 

tower  mounting a flashing navigation light. Something, was crawling around the  

 

beach.  

 

 I reached below and snatched  the binoculars from the chart table. “Must be a  

 

dog or something. Wonder how it got there?” Bracing myself against the motion of  

 

the boat I levelled the glasses. It was a man! He was stamping out a huge SOS on the  

 

sand. 

 

 We were coming up on the Island fast now. A red flag was being waved,  
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smoke went up, people were running up and down the beach waving frantically.  

 

“Bloody hell,” I shouted. “There‟s people everywhere.” „Tuarangi,‟ had  the  

 

bit in her teeth, hissing along, rail down, on a broad reach. We were almost abeam of  

 

the Island, in a few minutes we‟d be passed and would have to beat back. No easy  

 

task in a gaff ketch against wind and sea. 

 

 I shouted down the hatch for the rest of the crew, then pounded along the deck  

 

to let go the main halyards. 

 

* * * 

 

 The „Tuarangi‟ was a 12 metre double ended, Norwegian type gaff ketch, a   

 

William Atkin Ingrid design. I built her over a period of six years, in my mother‟s  

 

back yard in Invercargill, with a little help from my friends. Well, quite a bit of help  

 

from my friends actually.  

 

The object was always a voyage around the world. I wanted to sail as far as it  

 

was possible to go and you can‟t go further than around the world. As I had only  

 

sailed small boats on the Invercargill estuary I didn‟t say too much about this. 

 

 Six years is a long time to spend building a boat but apart from the necessity  

 

to earn money to pay for materials, I wasted a lot of time  perched on the hedge, or the   

 

roof of the house admiring the sweep of her sheer, or the rake of her  

 

sternpost. I guess it takes longer to build a beautiful boat. 

 

 By the time the boat was finished the sea was calling and two of my friends  

 

who had helped with the building were fee to join me. Peter Baxter was recovering  

 

from a broken romance and Jack Hargraves had been personally invited by the  

 

university authorities not to return next year.  What the hell, we were away.  

 

 We fitted the boat out over at Stewart Island, where Micky Squires, a  

 

fisherman friend, sewed the sails and spliced the rigging for us. While over there, I  
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read a best selling book called  „A Good Keen Man‟ written by someone called Barry  

 

Crump. It was a great yarn and I passed it around. Every one reckoned, Crump must  

 

be a bit of a hard case.  

 

 A frigid voyage up the New Zealand coast in the middle of winter took us to  

 

Auckland. We encountered our first storm off  Napier but were so green we  

 

weren‟t sure if it was a real storm or not. Years later I met the first mate of a big  

 

freighter that had been through the same blow. “How bad was it?” I asked him. He  

 

raised his eyebrows. “Well we were worried,”  Seemed they‟d had their bridge  

 

washed out. 

 

 Auckland was a great spot to earn  money and do jobs on the boat which the  

 

voyage up the coast had shown to be necessary. At the beginning of 1963 we were  

 

ready to cross the Tasman.  We were joined by a friend, Johnny Morton, who was to  

 

come as far as Sydney and completed the crossing  in the very respectable time of  

 

seven days. 

 

 One of the highlights of the voyage was to be the passage up the Queensland  

 

coast inside the Barrier Reef. This would also be one of the most dangerous legs of  

 

the world voyage. We mostly relied on charts  past their use by date that had been  

 

presented to us by friendly ships officers. For the  reef however, I bought a full set of  

 

up to date charts, light lists and pilot books. Many cruising yachts had left their bones  

 

on the reef and I was determined this would not happen to „Tuarangi‟. 

 

 The best time to sail up the Barrier Reef is June, July, August when the South  

 

East trades are blowing. This would also enable us to  arrive in South Africa before  

 

the hurricane season started in the Indian Ocean in November. 

 

 In Brisbane we were joined by  Englishman Owen Jones who was coming as  

 

far as Durban. Older than us, he had somehow survived the war flying terrible old  
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Swordfish aircraft against the Japanese. He had worked at many things since,  

 

including, incredibly to us, a stint as a gentleman‟s gentleman. He was immediately   

 

nicknamed  Jeeves.  

 

Sometimes, Owen would make a batch of scones for afternoon tea. As we sat  

 

down to them he would say in a posh accent. “What a pity the Vicar can‟t be here.”  

 

We would all take it from there and carry on a crazy conversation in what we  

 

imagined  to be upper class English accents while we ate  hot buttered scones and  

 

sipped our tea. 

 

 By the time we  reached Gladstone at the beginning of the Barrier Reef we  

 

were having serious engine trouble. New parts were necessary, but it was a foreign  

 

engine and the nearest agent was in Melbourne. Jack volunteered to hitch hike south.  

 

Two weeks later he returned with the parts and the news that Ned Kelly was  

 

alive and well and selling engine parts in Melbourne. 

 

 We sailed from Gladstone, with the engine purring  but our finances much  

 

depleted. Worse, we  were two weeks behind  schedule in our appointment with the  

 

Indian Ocean. 

 

 Wending our way northwards, along the seemingly never ending Australian  

 

coastline we  heard on the grapevine that Barry Crump and his brother Bill were  

 

operating a charter boat out of Cooktown. When we finally sailed into the Endeavour  

 

river we wondered if they would be about.  

 

We tied up at the public wharf and went ashore.  As usual I was carrying the  

 

ship‟s papers. One of the bugbears of cruising the Australian coast was the  

 

requirement to enter and clear customs at each port of  call. Worse, at that time no  

 

differentiation was made between large ships and small yachts, which meant, if we  

 

put in to some small town for a loaf of bread and a bottle of milk  I would struggle  
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with a mountain of  paperwork in the customhouse while the rest of the crew lounged  

 

in the pub. 

 

 In a small place like Cooktown with no resident customs officer, the local  

 

policeman would do the honours and I duly presented myself at the police station. The  

 

cop was  sitting on the verandah, feet up on the rail, chair tipped back, wide brimmed  

 

hat over his eyes. “Gidday,” I said. “We‟ve just sailed in. We‟re from New Zealand.” 

 

 His eyes opened. “I can tell that. You heading north?” 

 

I nodded. “Thursday Island.” 

 

 “Well watch yourselves. She‟s a  no mans land up there. People often just  

 

disappear.”  He yarned to me for a while about his hobby of looking for W.W.11  

 

aircraft that had come down on flights from Brisbane to New Guinea during the war.  

 

A whole flight of Kittyhawks was lost once. They‟re still up there somewhere.  

 

None of the pilots made it back.” 

 

 I said we‟d be careful and raised the packet of papers. “You want to check  

 

these?” 

 

 “Won‟t bother mate.” He nodded his head. “Pub‟s down the road.” 

 

*** 

  The Half Sovereign Hotel, we were told,  used to be the Sovereign, until half  

 

of it was blown down by a cyclone and never rebuilt. We found the Crumps, Barry  

 

and brother Bill propping up the bar.   

 

 They  seemed quite pleased to see us, especially when I put a pound on  

 

the bar and invited them to have a beer. “Service is terrible here,” grumbled Barry.  

 

“The other day, Bill had to go over the road to the Post Office and send a telegram to  

 

the barman asking him to serve us.” 

 

 Half a dozen Aussies at the other end of the bar regarded us in that deadpan  
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way Aussies have. They traded a few desultory insults with Bill and went back to  

 

gazing morosely into their beer from under the wide brims of their hats. 

 

“Heat affects their brains up here,” said Barry.  

 

 We gathered, Trans Tasman relations weren‟t exactly cordial. 

 

 Barry spun some great yarns about crocodile shooting in the northern swamps  

 

and creeks. Later, we went back with him and Bill to the old boathouse they were  

 

living in, near the spot where Captain Cook came ashore.   

 

  Barry‟s girlfriend, Jean, cooked a feed and there were more yarns, more  

 

beer. They told us they were heading up the reef in the morning in their launch  

 

„Waterwitch‟ with paying customers, two couples from South Australia. I said we‟d  

 

stay another day and sail north on Monday morning.  None of us  realized  

 

how vital this information was to be to them.  

 

 Early on Sunday morning we were woken by the tooting of a fog horn and  

 

shouts of , “Get out of bed ya lazy sods.”   

 

The  „Waterwitch‟!. We stuck our heads out the hatch, waved, and returned  

 

yawning to our bunks, pleased we weren‟t moving  until tomorrow. 

 

 At 0830 the following morning we pulled away from the Cooktown wharf and  

 

were soon bowling along under full sail in the  trade wind. 

 

*** 

 

 “I bet it‟s Crump,” said Jack as we let go the anchor and furled the sails. The  

 

castaways had gathered in a group on the beach but were to far away for us to  

 

recognize. 

 

 We rigged the main halyard and put our large leaky old clinker dinghy in the  

 

water. We decided Jack would row in alone. If he rowed fast he should make it to the  

 

beach before the dinghy sank. “Better take some water,” I said, “they might be  
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thirsty.” 

 

 He returned with Barry and Bill Crump. They were thirstier than anyone I had  

 

ever seen before. No mere mugs of water would suffice, we filled large bowls and  

 

watched in astonishment  as they drank greedily. 

 

 While Jack returned for the others they told us their story. They had landed on  

 

the Island the previous afternoon to collect shells. Clad only in bathing suits and  

 

expecting to be away for only half an hour or so, they took neither food nor water  

 

with them.  

 

 While they were ashore, Alan, a man of about sixty, decided to go back to the  

 

boat to get his shirt as he was getting sunburnt. Not saying anything, he took the  

 

dinghy and rowed out to the boat. While he was below, the anchor dragged off the  

 

reef into deep water and the boat was away.  

 

 The others came running down to the beach to find the boat drifting fast  as  

 

the wind caught her. They shouted to Alan to start the engine, but, with no experience  

 

of diesel engines he nearly killed himself cranking against the compression. If he  

 

had lifted the compression levers the engine would have started at once, but he didn‟t  

 

know that. 

 

 On the Island, watching their boat drift away and disappear in the distance,  

 

the situation of the castaways was desperate. They were lightly clad, had no shade  

 

from the sun and no water. In northern Queensland you don‟t last long without water.  

 

There were nine small bitter coconuts on the Island‟s one tree and that was all they  

 

had. 

 

 After dark, they saw the lights of several ships but were unable to attract their  

 

attention. They buried themselves in the sand and spent a miserable night. Morning  

 

bought the return of the sun and the agony of thirst and sunburn. The one hope they  
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clung to, was that the „Tuarangi‟ was sailing from Cooktown first thing in the  

 

morning. 

 

 It must have been a long anxious wait for them. What if we decided to stay  

 

another day?  What if we passed by without seeing them?  Knowing this could be  

 

their only chance they  prepared as best they could scratching an SOS in the sand, and  

 

readying a flag and a fire.  

 

 Just before midday they sighted our sails. We were  going to pass close but  

 

were approaching fast. They lit their fire and waved the flag frantically. Bill decided  

 

to stamp out another SOS in the sand and it was him doing this that first attracted  

 

Owen‟s attention.  

 

 We got them all  aboard, six of them. Jean, the two Crumps, Alan‟s wife and  

 

The other couple, Doug and his wife. With them fed, watered and  made as  

 

comfortable as possible we faced the problem of what to do about the missing boat  

 

and the old man. We put out an emergency call on the radio but got no  

 

response. Obviously it was going to be up to us.  

 

 The mainland, ten miles away was a long curving surf beach that swept north  

 

to Cape Flattery. The „Waterwitch‟ would most likely  have ended up on this  

 

beach somewhere south of the cape. 

 

 We got underway, headed across to the beach and sailed north outside the line  

 

of breakers. We could see nothing at first, then a column of smoke went up. As this  

 

coast was uninhabited it was almost certainly Alan. At least he was alive, a great  

 

relief  to his poor wife.  

 

 It was impossible to anchor off the beach, we ran up a flag to let him know  

 

we‟d seen him and made for the nearest anchorage around Cape Flattery. We would  

 

have to go overland to reach the wreck.  
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 After a meal, Barry, Bill, Doug, Jack and myself set off for the wreck. We  

 

took water bottles, a little food and a couple of rifles in case we met wild cattle.   

 

Barry was to be in charge. He told us it would be  hard going. That was an  

 

understatement. I remember scrub, thick bush, swamp and sand hills but foremost in  

 

my memory is a huge muddy lagoon. Impossible to go around, we had to wade  

 

through it‟s waist deep waters. We were in the middle, when Barry stopped,  

 

looked around and said in a conversational tone to Bill. “I think the way the wind‟s  

 

blowing, all  the crocodiles will be at the other end.” 

 

 CROCODILES! If we could have risen vertically and run along the top of the  

 

water we would have done so. As it was, we had a pretty  good go at it. If Barry was  

 

trying to hurry us along, he certainly succeeded.  

 

 Four and a half hours after leaving, we arrived at the  wreck. It had long since  

 

been dark and for want of a nicer word we were buggered. Old Alan had done a good  

 

job. He‟d salvaged everything movable from the „Waterwitch‟ and built  

 

a humpy out of spars and sails. He made us cups of tea and fussed around like a  

 

mother hen. We were a bit annoyed at this, as we were supposed to be the rescuers. 

 

 The next morning, we were up at first light. The „Waterwitch‟ was doomed.  

 

Badly sprung on the starboard side there was no hope of salvaging her without the  

 

right gear. 

 

 Using an axe and a pry bar we stripped her of her everything, even removing  

 

the engine. It was a sad job wrecking the beautiful little boat. When Barry first  

 

raised the axe he said, “This is breaking my heart.” I knew he meant it. 

 

 The engine was filled with oil, wrapped in a sail and stored behind the  

 

sand hills with the rest of the gear. We had a cup of tea and prepared for the return  

 

journey.  
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No one was keen to go back through the lagoon, so it was decided to walk 

along the beach  then cut inland across the top of the cape. It was a long way but we 

reckoned it couldn‟t be worse than the way we‟d come. In this, we were wrong. It was 

worse. Much worse.  

Barry said we could have anything we wanted from the wreck, but we‟d  have 

to carry it ourselves. I decided to take the dinghy oars. We badly needed a new pair. 

Alan had salvaged all his and his wife‟s, personal belongings from the boat and 

though we tried to talk him out of it, was determined  to take them back. Barry was 

adamant. No one must help him. “It might seem hard but we‟re going to have enough 

trouble getting ourselves back without loading up with  junk. He‟ll soon realize he 

can‟t carry it and get rid of it.” 

The beach was covered in an amazing collection of flotsam. There were 

thousands of Japanese glass fishing floats, millions of jandles, no doubt also from 

fishing boats. We found a perfect little dinghy , a sailor‟s hat and a message in a 

bottle. We left it all and pressed on. 

Climbing the sand hills to the top of Cape Flattery was a hell trip. We didn‟t 

have enough water, would never be able to carry enough water. No matter how much 

you drank, the heat, reflected back from the sand sucked it out of you. I remembered 

the cop in Cooktown saying  how  people just disappeared up here. I could well 

believe it. Become exhausted and dehydrated, sink down in the sand and you 

wouldn‟t get up again.  

Alan had been jettisoning belongings for some time. The last thing to go was a 

magnificent brass chamber pot. It was left in lonely splendour on top of Cape Flattery, 

perhaps one day to be found by a wandering Aboriginal. What would he make of it? 

Perhaps it‟s still being used as a cooking pot in some lonely camp.  
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I was tempted to get rid of the oars many times,  I was also carrying a rifle and 

it was hard going but I somehow managed to stagger on.  

Five hours after leaving the wreck we broke out  of the sand hills onto the 

beach. We ran for the sea, stripping off our cloths as we went. “Could be sharks,” 

warned someone. “Bother the sharks,” we shouted as we plunged into the glorious 

sea. Well, that wasn‟t actually what we shouted, but you get the drift. 

We now had eleven people on our boat, which was designed for a crew of 

four. The problem was, how to get them back to Cooktown, a hard slog to windward 

against a rough sea and strong wind. Gaff  ketches have many virtues but they are not  

renowned for being close winded and our small engine was useful only in a calm. A 

south bound fishing boat would solve the problem if one came along.  

We had finished a meal on deck when one did  appear,  heading south. It was 

too good a chance to miss and we fired off a couple of flares to attract their attention. 

They altered course towards us. So did a small freighter which had  appeared 

unnoticed around Cape Flattery. Talk about feast or famine. I was worried the 

freighter might run aground as we were in quite shallow water and we ran around the 

deck frantically waving it away while encouraging the fishing boat to come on. Sort 

of like directing traffic.  

At last, to our relief  the freighter turned away and resumed her voyage, no 

doubt, with much muttering on the bridge about stupid boaties. The fishing boat 

anchored nearby. Jack rowed over and spoke to the crew.  He returned with the news 

that they were only interested in money and would take the castaways south for three 

pounds a head, a lot of money in 1963. 

We were outraged. One of the reasons help is freely given at sea, (in our part 

of the world anyway) is that next time, it might be you in trouble.  Barry had a rant 
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about mercenary Australians  which was a bit embarrassing as we had four Aussies 

onboard. Then Jack mentioned the fishermen were actually new Australians, 

(foreigners newly settled in Australia) so we all had a good rant about them and felt a 

bit better.  

Our castaways went into a huddle and announced they would pay the money 

to avoid putting us to more trouble and holding us up even longer. This was nice of 

them, but I didn‟t see why the greedy fishermen should benefit from other people‟s  

misfortunes so told them we‟d sail for Cooktown first thing in the morning. 

It took us nearly fourteen hours to beat back, making long tacks out to the reef 

and back to the mainland. The „Tuarangi‟s‟ old log says „Berthed at Cooktown wharf 

at  20-00. Landed passengers and their gear and retired to the pub.‟ 

***        

 While we were in Thursday Island, I wrote up the story of  our adventure and 

thinking people might be interested, posted it off to a local news paper. I heard no 

more about it. 

A couple of years later, back in the old home town,  I happened to be passing 

the offices of the evening paper. Curious, I walked in. “Did you ever get that story 

about rescuing Crump?” 

 “Oh yes,” said the bloke behind the desk, “but we couldn‟t publish it.” 

 “Why not?” I asked. 

 “We decided it was a put up job.” 

 “A put up job?” 

 “Well, famous New Zealand author is wrecked on a remote Australian Island. 

Then, along comes a New Zealand yacht and rescues him. Crump had a new book out 
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about that time. It was obviously a publicity stunt. Well, that was our assessment 

anyway.” His eyes strayed back to the  papers on his desk and I turned away.  

I wonder what Crumpy would have said to him? 

  

  

 

  

 

      

 

    

 

    

 

   

 

     

     

 

   


