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Technical Data 

Site Name: SS Colac Date lost: 17/9/1910 

Date of Inspection: 28/9/1 995 

Personnel: M McCarthy OIC 
Peter O'Dwyer (Owner/operator charter yacht Kajupa) 

Approximate Location 

South of the Derby Jetty opposite Airport Creek 

GPS. 170 20.44' S. 1230 35.70'E (Datum Used) 

Chart No: BA 1045 & AUS 733 

(Shown as a visible wreck at 170 20.5 ' S., 1230 36' E.) 

File No: File Name: 

58/95 SS Colac 

Sailing Directions: 

Select a period of spring tides and with the tide on the ebb; then sail due south from the 
Derby Jetty, keeping close to shore. Proceed to the mouth of a creek three miles south 
(Airport Creek). Anchor off the creek and look to the west where the upperworks of the 
wreck will become visible on a sandbar as the tide drops. Await the tide to recede and 
progress across to the site in a small, but well equipped boat. When in the vicinity of the 
wreck carefully navigate into the (ever changing) channel that leads into the wreck's 
scour pit before low water and come alongside from downstream when the current has 
reduced in force. Conduct the visit mid tide and arrange to leave as the tide returns and 
makes navigation out of the scour pit possible. Note that at extreme low water the scour 
pit is not navigable by boat as it is surrounded by a dry sand-bar. 

Compass Bearing 

N/A 

Sextant angles for A - D Above: 

N/A 

Visual Transits: 

N/A 

Site Photographs: 

Colour: 
SS Colac 1-72 
Video: 
V 8 126: SS Colac 
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Site Conditions on inspection 

Sea and Swell: Smooth seas 
Surge: Nil 
Visibility: Underwater (nil). Above water (clear) 
Current: Very strong 
Sea-bed coverage e.g. weed, sand: Sand 

Chemical Measurements: none taken. These are to be taken on a follow-up visit. 

Temperature 
Salinity 
Ph 
Dissolved 02 
Corrosion Potentials 

Biological Data 

Colonising fauna 

The site lies in the intertidal zone and is covered with concretions and small molluscs. 

Site Condition and Integrity : 

The cargo holds of the wreck have collapsed, leaving the bow and stern triangles and the 
engineroomlstokehold midships section intact. Much of the lower part of the wreck lies 
buried in sediment. Colac is the most intact wreck of the period in this State bar the SS 
Sunbeam which also lies in the intertidal in the Kimberley region. This phenomenon is 
of considerable interest; warranting a full conservation-based analysis of the site, its 
environent, electrochemical state and its colonising biofauna. 

Management considerations : 

(i) Natural Forces e.g. Due to its location deep within King Sound, protected by the Mary 
Islands, the wreck, which lies across the tidal flow and is exposed to very strong 
currents, experiences little pulsating wave action. In experiencing an 8m tidal range, it 
also does not have the constant 'splash zone' of semi-submerged wrecks like the SS 
Alkimos in Perth waters. In being heavily colonised by marine organisms, the wreck 
appears to have been very well protected from the elements. It lies in a scour pit on a sand 
bottom and appears buried to around the waterline on the port side and to the turn of the 
bilge on the starboard side. The high tidal range, the soft sand, the colonising fauna and 
the lack of a suitable 'fetch' over which to generate heavy wave action have served to 
protect the wreck. 

(ii) Present and future Human forces e.g. The wreck has been accessible since its loss 
and has been subject to considerable salvage, including moveable attractive fixtures and 
fittings. Future uncontrolled salvage should not be an issue given this situation, though 
there is some local interest in the future recovery of the massive anchor winch forward 
foe exhibition with a propeller and anchor which now lie in the town of Derby on public 
display 

(iii) Projected General site Stability: The wreck will slowly collapse into scour pit and the 
sand-bar due to natural forces. This process will be dependent on the process of 
corrosion occasionally hastened by very heavy stonus or cyclonic conditions. 
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Chart Excerpt showing access to Site: 
(AUS 733: Australia- North West Coast. Buccaneer Archipelago and King sound) 

The Co/ac is shown as a visible wreck south of the town of Derby, 
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Description of Site 
The wreck appears in five distinct parts; A) an intact bow triangle complete with all 
fixtures including the forecastle accomodation and the remnants of the wooden decking; 
B) a collapsed fore-hold; C) an intact midships section, with upper deck as described 
below; D) a collapsed aft hold; and E) an intact stem triangle, again with remnant deck 
timber and with rudder chains. The entire wreck lies canted to port at varying degrees of 
heel on an axis of I lO° 12900

, across current, on a drying sand-bar within a deep scour pit 
that remains 1-3m deep at low water spring tides. The bows lie to the east or LHS of this 
illustration. 

View of site! 

" 

. ... -' .. 
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The integrity of the midships section of the wreck came as a considerable surprise 
initially, but on inspection this was found to be due to the strength of the engine room, 
boiler room and bunkers which serve to form a very strong unit due to the many 
compartments, bulkheads and bracings. The coal chute, boiler room and engine gantry 
especially help maintain the rigidity of the structure. Atop this strong unit lies the bridge, 
galley, some accomodation sections and the engine-room skylight. Surprisingly there are 
some deck rails and davits still in place. Wooden decking is also still visible. (See 
illustration following). 

I Photo: M. McCarthy 

.. ---
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The illustration below shows the midships section from the port side. The extent of the 
scour pit is evident from the height of the sand-bar behind the wreck. The deck and 
stanchions of the open bridge-work are the foremost of the structures visible, followed 
by an unidentified compartment and the galley, shown with arched hatch (door) clearly 
visible. This contains a wood burning stove against the aft wall and the tiling on the floor 
is still visible, needing only a light scrubbing with a brush to bring up its appearance 
through the mud. Aft is another unidentified compartment followed by the coal chute and 
the engine-room skylights. The longevity of the davits and deckrails is due to the inability 
of vessels to anchor above the site in comparison with the often-visited SS Yongala in 
Queensland is a factor in the continued existence of these features. The collapsed aft 
cargo-hold is visible, followed by the stern section (out of picture). 

View of the midships section2 

2photo: M. McCarthy: Compare this with the following illustrations. 
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, Views of the rnidships section3 

(From ahead and from the starboard side, showing the beginnings of a gradual collapse 
inwards to port at the waterline ) 

--

3photo: M. McCarthy: Compare this with the following illustrations. 
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Illustrations of the Colac at sea 
by A.V. Gregory, 18964 

The Colac, from an oil painting in (he possess ion of the Company 

4~; From a watercolour on sale at Kevin Parker Antiques, (Prahran, Melbourne). Photo: John Riley 
~: Page, M., (1975), Fitted for rhe Voyage: The Adelaide Steamship Company Limited, 1875·1975: 93 
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The engine room is apparently a strong unit with the parent girder to the sliding hoist 
helping maintain fore and aft rigidity. The two cylinder compound engine, once upright, 
lies on its port side, possibly having been originally tom from its bed apparently as a 
result of the force of the initial stranding. This incident is briefly described in the history 
precis following. Some salvage may also have occurred in the ensuing years as engine 
support columns were not visible from above. This leads to the possibility that the 
colums were removed allowing the engine to collapse further onto its side, to finish with 
the top of its cylinders nearly hard up against the port bilge. A deep layer of sand and 
mud in the engine room covers the cranks, protecting the remains, but precluding a close 
inspection of the engine itself. 
While still ostensibly strong, the rnidships section of the wreck is gradually collapsing, 
having broken along much of its length at the turn of the bilge on the starboard side. The 
hull plating in this rnidships section is intact and appears very strong, though it is peeling 
away forward on the starboard side. 
The bow and stern triangles are expected to remain for many years as they currently 
appear, being the strongest parts of the vessel. 

View of the stem sections 

5 Photo: M. McCarthy 
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Site Identification Comments 

Historical Precis of vessel identified and cause of its loss: 

The identification of the wreck as the Colac is without doubt. Though there are 
considerable amounts of material yet to be gathered on the career of the vessel and its 
loss, the following is presented as a precis and as a beginning to that process. 

Colac: (native bear Koala), 1884-1910. Built in 1884 by E Whithy and Co. Hartlepool, 
Britain. The Colac was utilised as a collier by the shipping firm Huddart Parker. When 
South Australian Railways sought tenders for the coal contract, the Adelaide Steamship 
company Limited were the successful applicants and with an eye to servicing the contract 
they purchased the ship from Huddart Parker in September 1886 for £16000. Colac 
continued in the coal trade and also transported other materials, including coke. In 1892 
the vessel a cargo of 100 mules. This was consigned to the Colonial Sugar Refining 
Company's plantation in Fiji, the Colac returning to Sydney laden with fruit. Camels 
were carried from Port Augusta to South Australia a few years later causing some new 
problems for a crew unused to such beasts. On one voyage in July 1895 Colac carried 
250 cattle and just over 2000 sheep to Western Australia with few losses, establishing the 
vessel's reputation as a reliable stock carrier. It then began to service the Kimberley 
region. The vessel was able to carry both passengers (up to IS) and stock such as sheep 
and bullocks (Page, 1975). 
Lloyd's Register (1908-9) records that the vessel, ON 89469, was a one deck iron screw 
steamer with two tiers of deck beams, of 1480 tons gross and 958 tons net. The vessel 
was 245.2 feet ( c. 75m ) long by 34.2 feet (c. 10m) wide and 17.2 (c. Srn) feet deep. It 
had a raised quarterdeck, bridge deck and forecastle and carried water ballast tanks 
forward and aft. (See Excerpt, of Lloyd's Register in the Appendices). 
The following entry gives a short precis of its loss. 

EntO' from the Broome Chronicle 24/9/1910. p. 3b 

Derby Monday 
The steamer Colac after loading 300 cattle and 2000 sheep left 
Derby Jetty and grounded on the outer shoal. The tide 
receeding left the vessel on an uneven bottom which damaged 
the vessel considerably and rendered the engines unworkable, 
owing to the displacement of the machinery. The SS Minderoo 
was signalled and came alongside the Colac and towed her 
back to Derby where the stock are being discharged. It is not 
considered possible to repair the boat's engines sufficiently 
here for her to steam south. Arrangements will be made for her 
to be towed. The Colac was chartered by Elder, Shenton and 
Co., and loaded with Blythe Bros cattle. 

Late 
The stock from the disabled steamer Colac has now been 
discharged. It is not considered probable that the vessel can 
ever be repaired, and she will most likely be broken up here. 
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Wreck-site History 

(i) Contemporary Salvage 

After realising that it could neither be repaired on the spot or towed south for repairs, the 
stricken ship was abandoned to the underwriters. After further deliberation, it was towed 
from the Derby wharf to its present location and progressively stripped for salvage. 
Recovery of brasses such as engine fittings, scuttles and the like would have occurred 
quite quickly and then followed by all other saleable metals. Small auxiliary engines, 
piping and other useful fittings would have also been quite quickly removed from the 
wreck for use elsewhere, possibly in the town. There is some evidence that the engine 
columns could also have been removed. Being readily accessible, the salvage of easily 
removed materials was extensive, though heavy items such as the engine, boiler, 
propeller and anchor(s) remained due to the strength of the tide and its semi-diurnal cycle. 

(ii) When found in modern times and by whom 

The wreck has been a landmark for Derby since it was abandoned. 

(iii) Modem Salvage 

Items such as the screw (propeller) and anchor were retrieved in 1964 by a team led by 
Mr Doug D'Antione, foreman to the Derby Harbours and Rivers Authority. The Lions 
Club then set them in cement in front of the Derby Civic Centre. 

(iv) Casual visitor interference. if any. 

Visitors are expected to have removed all loose material remaining after the initial salvage 
was complete, leaving little for the casual visitor. 

(v) Modern use. if any. 

The site is regularly visited by Derby residents and their guests. 
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Assessment of Site Significance 

(i) ArchaeologicalfTechnological 

With the exception of the SS Sunbeam (1861-1892) and the SS Alkimos (1943-1963) , 
the wreck of the Colac (1886-1910) represents the most intact remains of a steamer left 
on the Western Australian coast. Though little artefactual material is expected to remain, 
bar that which was left in the bilge, the hull and all of its fixtures remain, as do the boiler 
and engine. Some auxiliary machinery, notably the anchor winch also remains. These 
remains are of interest as an example of the late nineteenth century type of screw steamer. 

ii) Scientific 

The wreck is of considerable significance to the field of iron ship archaeology and iron 
ship conservation due to the considerations above and to its longevity as an intact site. 
Colac has some importance in any study of iron shipwreck formation processes and two 
elements especially require further monitoring and analysis viz. its electrochemical status 
and the effect of the colonising biofauna. 

(iii) Educationall Recreationall Cultural 

The remains provide a very accessible and tangible reminder of the stock trade out of 
Derby, of early transportation systems in the Kimberley and of the dependence of the area 
on sea transport in the early years. 

Management Proposals 
The wreck needs to be bought to the attention of the people of the Kimberley region as an 
important and well-preserved example of a late 19th century steamer. As a tangible 
reminder of past events and activities, it has some potential as a focal point in airborne 
and shipborne tours and for day visits if the tidal situation is conducive. A form of usage 
which ensures an educational or tourism-based return to the region and the town of Derby 
especially will help ensure that the site is appreciated and treated with care. 
Local interest in the removal of the anchor winch for exhibition at the Town park should 
be noted, but acted upon only after broad discussions and the provision of conservation 
facilities. The winch appears quite stable as is. 
An assessment of the condition of those parts of the propeller and anchor currently 
encased in cement needs also be made as there is expected to be some accelerated 
corrosion beneath the line of quite considerable 'necking' at the cement/air interface. 

Recommendations 

The site should be gazetted as an historic wreck and treated accordingly. The relics at the 
park should be monitored on a bi-annual to five year basis and treated in-situ as a Derby 
based exercise of some local benefit and interest. 
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Appendices 

1) Lloyd's entry for SS Colac 

2) Excerpts from the contemporary press 

3) Material on Colac housed at the Derby Library . 
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2) Excerpts from the contemporary press 
The West Australian, 19/9/1910; 22/9/1910 . 
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3) Material on Colac housed at the Derby Library. 

On Saturday afternoon, 
September 17, 1910, the 
S.S. Co lac, with 300 
bullocks and 1000 sheep 
on board left Derby jetty 
for Fremantle. 

Captain Snadden , in 
charge 01 Co lac, with a crew 
of 30, leaving on the 
outgoing tide struck a bank 
18 miles from Derby in King 
Sound. 

As the tide receded the 
ship settled on the uneven 
bank, sustain ing serious 
damage to the hull and 
engines . 

Disabled, unable to make 
way on the next high tide, 
Colacwas towed back to the 
port early Sunday morning 
by the W.A.S.N. liner 
Minderoo. There the cargo 
of cattle and sheep were 
discharged. 

A subseq uent inquiry 
found the grounding to be 
ascribed to the captain and 
disciplinary act ion was 
taken. There was no loss of 
life. 

(Provided by Librarian Heather Foote) 

Colac was towed south of 
Derby out of the shipping 
lane to its final resting place. 
It remains there today, and 
is visible from the air. 

The screw and anchor 
were retrieved in 1964 by Mr 

Doug D'Antoine, foreman to 
Ihe Harbours and Rivers 
Authority, and his crew. 

Members of the Lions 
Club mounted the artifacts 
at their present location in 
front of the Civic Centre in 
Loch Street. 

I ; -

An historical display of 
the S.S. Colac is at the 
Wharlingers Museum in 
Loch Street. Enquiries can 
be made at the Tourist 
Bureau. 
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