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THE HEYDAY OF THE PUNTS

Although vehicular ferries were part of Newcastle for most of the twentieth century,
the two decades from roughly 1950 to 1970 were their golden era. There was always
a car punt to be seen making the crossing, or exchanging vehicles at the docks on
either side of the harbour. The punts had become such a familiar feature of the
Newcastle maritime scene that locals and other regular passengers came to regard
them with considerable affection. In their own smoky, sooty, gritty, throbbing and
slightly anachronistic way they were a time-worn and rather romantic feature of the
harbour as they relentlessly plied the crossing 24/7. People met and nattered with
friends during the crossing or while they were waiting in the queues for the punt,
and many regulated their lives according to the punt timetable. In peak periods
when the queues were long there was always the option of a beer or two at the
Boatrowersi Hotel for the thirsty, especially on weekends. As we saw in the trafpc
statistics at the end of the last chapter, there were thousands of people who used
the punts, and thousands of regular commuters who travelled on them to and from
work every day. To the DMR the punts may have been a slab of yoating roadway to
be scheduled, manned, maintained, and bureaucratically overseen, but they also
pgured prominantly in the everyday lives of the regular users, most of whom speak
about them, now that they are gone, with more than a hint of nostalgia. It is to this
human dimension of the story of the punts that we now turn.

To recap: In the heyday of the punts, the service was handled by three vessels.
When things were chugging along normally the service was maintained by the two
largest punts, the Lurgurena and the Koondooloo. When either of these was due
for maintenance overhauls and/or repairs the Kooroongaba was brought in as the
replacement or relief vessel. During the day there were two punts in operation
simultaneously, but after midnight only one punt was used because of the obvious
drop in trafpc.

An average day in the life of a car punt

When one of the punts was taken out of service at midnight it was moored on the
Stockton side of the harbour, at the DMRis Stockton Mooring Berth. The steam was
kept at a uniform pressure to allow the boiler tubes, back ends and condensers

to be cleaned, as well as any other cleaning and maintenance and minor repairs
that had to be undertaken as a result of the dayis operations such as leaking boiler
tubes, damaged sponsons or electrical faults. This of course required workmen
who had to work through the night to carry out these tasks 0 something not always
appreciated by the crowds using the punts through the day. Before starting back
on the run at 5:45am the next day the pre had to be stoked and the engine warmed
up. It took the best part of an hour to build up enough steam to be operable, and
once that was achieved the furnaces still needed stoking at half-hourly intervals by
the preman.

This overnight procedure had side-effects for many residents of the Stockton
Peninsula. Ross Craig remembers one of them: When the three punts were in
operation, the reserve punt was tied up over here just at the back of our place. Then,
after about 11:45pm the second ferry would come off the run and tie up there as well.
Theyid bank the coal up & shovel on as much as they could - which kept the pre
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going but made a lot of smoke, so they
could go and put their heads down for

a few hours till they started back on the
run the next morning. As a result, of a
morning weid have soot all over our patio
out the front, and the wife couldnit hang
clothes on the line till sheid washed all

.. the lines down 0 the soot was so bad.

Keeping the punts going involved more
people than just the crew. Being steam
powered, the punts needed to take on
| coal and water at regular intervals. Coal
was supplied daily by a contractor who
brought it on a truck and tipped it down
into the puntis bunkers. On average,
twelve tons of coal were used daily
b by each of the ferries. The coal came
from mines at Merewether about pve or
- six miles away, and often the quality

| wasnit very high. Ross Craig referred
to them as olittle ratholes around
Merewether and a few small mines
around Wallsendé. There was a general
coal shortage in the mid-pfties. Several
times a day a hose from the punt was
connected to a valve on the dockis water
supply, and water was pumped into the
vesselis water tank, which held around
500 gallons. (I havenit been able to establish who actually did this watering.)

Driving on at Stockton

The crew

It took six men to run a car punt 0 these were Blue Jobs and in those days it never
occurred to anyone that women might like to have a go, (nor would they want to,
probably, given how laborious many of the jobs were). Ross Craig: There was a sort
of camaraderie among the punt crews. They had their own little stories, each crew
thought it was the best. There was a lot of banter.

First in the hierarchy was the Master. He had to hold a Harbour and River Masteris
Certipcate and had complete responsibility for whatever happened with the vessel,
including the recording of the number of vehicles and passengers per trip.

Next came the Engineer, who had to hold at least a 3™ class Marine Steam
Engineeris ticket. He had the responsibility for the operation of all the machinery
on the punt, keeping the bilges pumped out and checking that the engine was
operating properly.

The Fireman or stokeris job was to stoke the pres and keep the steam pressure up
(usually around 160 psi) as well as keeping the boiler tubes and back ends clean.

It must have been a hot job in summer being a stoker, because the only ventilation
below decks were turnable funnels/airscoops that could be faced into the wind each
way to push some air down.

The Fireman/Deckhandis job was to assist the Fireman, keep the brasswork shiny
and everything in the engine room clean and shipshape. He also had to relieve the
deckhands when either of them was on their meal break, and do anything else that
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Below decks on the Koondooloo
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Neil Matterson pic

Fireman Bill Hill and Engineer Charles
Morton on the Lurgurena.

Captain Joe Matterson and crew
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the Master Engineer might think of.

Then there were two deckhands.
They had to make fast the vessel
when docking, shepherd the cars

off and onto the punt, as well as
looking after the raising and lowering
of the yaps. They also had to keep
the decks and passenger cabins
clean and get rid of the ash from the
stokehold to the ash dump on the
Newcastle side.

Denis Banks: They had about 20-litre
drums, and theyid pull the drums of
ash up on a pulley, put them into a
barrow, and tip them onshore from
where it would be carted away later
on.

Keith Player: Weid get rid of the ashes
while they were cleaning the tubes.
Weid pull them up and take them to
the ash bin, and contractors would
take them away from there.

Pat Conway interrupts: As long as
you could make it up the ramp!6 (both
laugh) Youid get half way up the
ramp and suddenly youid get a speed
wobble up and itid tip into the river!

Keith Player: There was a big blue
about it one day. You could see the
ashes on the bottom of the river

0 theyid built up.

There was also a Shore Skipper, who
was the conduit between the crew
and the DMR. All of the crew were
answerable to him, except for the
Engineer who was answerable to the
DMR Chief Engineer. The entire crew
were employees of the DMR.

A typical crossing took the following
form: Once the punt had been eased
inside the dolphin piles of the dock,
one deckhand tied a 5in sisal rope to
the mooring pile on the wharf and to
a bollard on the punt, before the yap
was lowered. Lowering the yap was
done with a treble and a double block
and 2in sisal rope and needed both
deckhands to do the job. (During the
heyday of the punts, rope sizes were
still measured by circumference



rather than diameter.) There was one of these mounted on each sampson post d one
for lifting the yap and one for lowering it. Then, while one deckhand remained on
board ready to direct trafpc, the other one went onto the dock itself to operate the
controls for the hydraulic dock ramp, which had to be raised or lowered depending
on the tide height in the harbour 6 which means it was adjusted just about every
crossing. The onshore deckhand usually remained at the controls of the hydraulic
ramp in case it had to be adjusted to accommodate any vehicles which had
particularly heavy loads.

The ramp had to be placed on steel safety pins which were inserted into safety bars.
Once the punt was made fast the cars on board were directed to drive off, which
they did by taking turns to drive out of the single car egress alternatively 8 one from
the left and one from the right (and woe betide anyone who tried to go out of turn!).

When the ferry was emptied the oncoming cars were directed by the deckhands

to their places. The Master rang the puntis bell when he was satisped that the
oncoming vehicles were safely loaded, and this was the signal for the toll collector to
close the gate on the dock while the deckhands raised the yap again and removed
the mooring line. Then the Master would walk through the upper passenger
compartment to what was now the front of the vessel to take her across to the other
side again, where the whole process was repeated. As Neil Matterson (whose father
was a punt skipper) put it: Dad used to ring a bell to bring the bikes on after the

cars were on and just before they were about to leave. As the punt left, the ramp was
pulled up, and the skipper had to scuttle from the aft end of the boat along the length
of the top deck to the forward bridge. All of the ferry would be out of the dock by the
time he got there and actually had control of it again.

In his interview with the RTA Ross Craig described the ramp-lowering process:
When the punt came in they lowered the ramps. Manually. They had pulleys and the
rope went around a cleat and theyid just let it off and it would drop down. Now when
the ferry was ready to go they took that rope and put it around a pulley on the dock
and back to the cleat on board. Soé as the ferry went out, it would pull the ramp up
and the other deckhand on the other side would tie it off, then theyid let that other
rope goé and so it was held in position.

At this point, Rossi interviewer expressed surprise that this somewhat cumbersome
procedure had never been modiped or streamlined in all the years the punts had
been running, to which Ross replied: Yes. Well they might today, but they served the
purpose. Why spend extra money on something when youive already got something
thatis adequately doing the job? (an economical oif it ainit brokeé approach that
seems to be increasingly rare these days).

Denis Banks described the yap-raising procedure a little more fully: On the
Koorangaba there was a double lane of vehicles down each side of the punt around
the double-ended driving cabin. Instead of raising the yaps by muscle power the
Gaba had a much more sophisticated idea. They simply had a single pulley pxed to
the landing ramp on shore, and they passed a rope through that pulley and back.
When the punt moved out, the end of that rope was fastened, and the punt going

out pulled the yap up. The second deckhand was over on the other side, pulling the
rope in as it lengthened, and when the yap was up the prst deckhand yelled out
and the second one made the rope fast around a bollard on the punt. To lower the
yap one deckhand undid the rope and let the yap down while the other went ashore
and passed the rope through the pulley ready to pull the yap up when they went out
again.
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Maintenance and Repairs

Each punt had an annual overhaul at the yoating dock at the State Dockyard. The
overhaul included an engineering and shipwright survey and any repairs deemed
necessary by Maritime Services Board ship surveyors. The MSB was the authority
that decided how many vehicles and passengers the punts could carry, speciped
what life-saving equipment should be on board, and issued an annual certipcate
stating that the punts were in safe working order and complied with statutory
regulations.

There was also a six-monthly overhaul carried out at the Departmentis Stockton
Mooring Berth, locally known as The Ballast, near the Boatrowers Hotel. This
overhaul entailed an underwater survey, washing down, scraping and painting
the hull, ( colloquially known as ¢a haircut and shaved) and making any repairs
necessary to machinery. To carry out this work the DMR employed a senior
engineer, a maintenance engineer, a leading hand ptter, a boilermaker, a
shipwright, three painters and dockers and nine casual ptters. As | said earlier,
there were a lot more people involved in keeping the punts running to schedule
than just the crews that operated them.
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Hazards

Sometimes crossing the harbour on the punts could be less than straightforward,
sometimes even a tad adventurous. Punt crews had to contend with bad weather,
the movements of shipping in the harbour, poor visibility, heavy swells, and even
yood debris washed down the Hunter River. Even when conditions were favourable
it was not uncommon for punts to run aground on the shallow mud bar that
complicated the approach to the dock on the Stockton side.

Sue Pendlebury: On the Stockton side it wasnit as deep as it is now because they
dredge it a lot, and there was only a narrow channel coming in to the Stockton side.
Either way, there was many a time the punt would just stop dead, icos they strayed
or were washed onto the mud. The engines would rev up and the water would turn to
mud, and eventually they were usually able to back off and go into the wharf. It was
a regular occurrence.

Ross Craig: On the Stockton side, when they shifted the dock from the Mildred
position which was around the bend, there was a fairly strong yow around there.
Going back to the late 1800s there was a good depth of water there. They used to

tie up steamers near the ferry wharf in 25 feet of water and there was a fair sort of

a channel running down alongside Stockton. But they built the new dock right on

the bend, and it was an out-bend and that made slack water there, and it started

to silt up. The ferries would make a sort of channel of their own with their propellers
churning up the mud, but there were no markers to tell them where this slightly
deeper water was, and if they got a little bit off the track theyid run onto the mud and
be stuck there for hours.

Keith Player and Pat Conway recalled how sometimes the punt would run aground
so prmly that they had to wait until the tide turned to enable them to get off again.
It wasnit unusual for car drivers stranded on the punt for some hours to pass the
time playing cards with the crew. Even though there was the relief punt tied up at
The Ballast it was of no use in such circumstances because it would not have steam
up 0 a process that took some hours to achieve from cold.

Strong westerly winds were a test of the punt skipperis prowess, because as the
punt slowed down to approach the dock the westerlies made steering much more
difpcult, accounting for much of the damage done to the dolphin clusters on the
way into the dock.

In time of big yoods on the Hunter it was not uncommon to see trees, horses, and
cows yoating into the Harbour. In extreme cases of yoods, such as the one in 1955,
the ferries would be taken off the run so that their propellors ands hulls wouldnit be
damaged. On one occasion in 1966 the Lurgurena was held up for hours when a log
jammed its propellor on the Newcastle side of the Harbour.

Despite these hazards there have been no fatalities associated with the punts,
though there have been a number of dincidentsd. The article in Main Roads of Sept
1972 lists them:

(Back in the days of the Mildred), in 1934, a cyclist fell from the ferry into the
harbour, but was saved by the quick and courageous action of one of the crew. Since
then, only two accidents of a similar nature have happened: In July 1952 two motor
cyclists slipped off the ferry yap and survived, and in November 1968 a station
wagon slipped into the water off the yap and the sole occupant also survived by
exiting the car and climbing to safety.

Keith Player and Pat Conway mentioned that when the car slipped into the river
there was a lot of fuss. The punt hadnit been properly moored and when the car
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drove onto the yap it pushed the punt out and the car ended up in the river. But

nobody was hurt. Keith and Pat also mentioned the incident when the cyclist ended
up in the river. The vehicles had all embarked and the gates had been closed when a
cyclist came racing down the pedestrian race just as the ferry was moving away from
shore. He didnit make it and ended up in the river. Again, nobody was seriously hurt.

VO VEHICULAR
FERRIES CRASH
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romoaptla. Nain Road No. 108, HNewcastle=Stockton
gﬂiﬂﬁ.ﬂiﬂ;:::? g-wich Collision between Forry Veasels
nEgondooloo” -and "Kooroongaba’ on 11th May, 1967+

Thurad 11th May, 1967 fog began to gathar on
llamﬁlu Inrhm at about 6.15 BB %hﬂ vespels on tho

mun at that tipe were the "Eeorcongaba" under the comEand

of Captain W. MoNaoaXa, and the "EKocendooloo" under the

command of T.A. Jones. At 6.40 a.m. the "Eoorocngaba
was ot the Newcastle dock and the “Koondooloe” &% Stockton

4 the vipibility and decided to

dock. The Magters asaadse
procesd. Both weaselo travelled slowly with lookouta pooted
ounding whistle blastis at two minute intervals.

and 3
At 6.50 s.m. when the vesssls ware near the HNo. 2 buoy,
visibility had decreased to about 100 ft. At thia tize each
Master pighted the cther vessel direct ghead, =nd immediately
geve a warning of thraes ohort whistle bleste, and want full apead
astern. However, the vessals collided, the port bow of the
"Eporoongaba® striking the "Keondocloo® slightly to port of
"Fosroongeba” being

centre on the bow. The spenson on the
n the "Koondeoloo" crushed the

slightly lower than that o
o", passed under it and stove in

sponson on the “Koondoole
latos batween the aponson and the water line. The "Eoorgon-—

P
gsba' ouffered some damage to the bulwarks.

btut some vehicles on the

forries suffered slight damage. Hoth vessels proceeded to
Feweastle whers the 'Koondoolos" entered the dock and the
"Eoord " atood by. After cutting eway timber from the

dsmaged sponson which prevented lowering of the Iflap, the
ba

There was no personal imjury,

"Eoopdooloo" wae unloaded at 7.30 a.m. The "Eooroon

then replaced the "Eoondooloo" in the dock and unleaded at
7.45 a.m. Reports from the Senier Mester, the Naster of the
"Epondoolea", Eulp'tain 7,4, Joraes), and the Naster of the
"Eooroongaba" (Captaim W. Mclamara) are forwarded herewith.
Forwarded also is a liet of the vehicles which were dasaged
and a map of Newcastlo Herbour showing tha route of the
ferry service and land marks referred to in the Eastera®

reporta.
The damsge to the ferry vessels was not sufficlent to
vent their operation and the service was resumed when the
approxicately 9.15 a.m. from Stoekton. The hull of the
"Eoondooloo" was examined inalde h{otha Senior Engineer,
My, O'May, who pronounced it safe to continuo in servica.
The "lurgurene” is undergoing amnual overhaul, and will not
return to service until approximately 9th June, 1967. Con-
sequently repairs to the dazmaged wessals could not be started
before that date without leaving the service with only one
vessel, A such inconvenience to the travelling public is
' pot considered to be justified, repairs will be delayed until
the "Iurgurens” roturns to sorvice.
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Over the years Newcastle Harbour has been no stranger to collisions between
vessels, and the punts have been involved in some of them. Rather tersely, the Main
Roads article lists these as follows:

# Between the Lurgurena and the tug Heroic (no date).

# Between the Lurgurena and the Koondooloo in September 1961.

# Between the Lurgurena and the SS Tatana (owned by the Union Steamship Co) in
February, 1964.

# Between the Lurgurena and the Stockton passenger ferry Newcastle on Hunter in
December 1966, and

# Between the Koondooloo and the Kooroongaba in fog in May 1967.

Given that the Lurgurena featured in four out of the pve collisions listed, one
wonders how she would have got on if she hadnit had her wheelhouses modiped to
improve visibility before she started on the Stockton/Newcastle run!

Ross Craig expands on the hazards that could accompany a punt crossing: When
there was a yood in the river and there was strong current coming down it went
straight across to the Newcastle side (this was when the dock was moved to near
Darkis Ice Works) hit the bank, and turned round. The vehicular dock was at a bit of
an angle to the shore, and any strong current, particularly with a run-out tide, used
to hit the punts and d they werenit what youid call very manoeuvrable, they were yat
bottomed, no pointed bow, - and quite often if they didnit allow enough for the strong
current theyid plough into the piles. Nobody ever got hurt, but if you were standing
up it would certainly make you stagger. Theyid put it in reverse as soon as they saw
that theyid lost control. They still had forward way but they wouldnit hit quite as
hard. There were occasions when all the ferries and punts had to stop because of all
the logs coming down if the Hunter River had been in yood. The logs got jammed into
the ferry docks and the ferries couldnit get into the docks until they got a tug down to
clear the logs out. The {55 yoods were the worst.

Emergencies

In the event of an emergency the timetable of the punts was often disrupted to
accommodate the special needs of ambulances, the police and maternity cases.

At least two occasions have been recorded, in 1959 and 1965, when babies were
delivered in cars making the crossing. Glenys Payne tells the story of queue-
jumping by someone with a dying passenger in the car. Her father Tom Payne (who
was a punt skipper) set off for the other side as soon as the car was aboard, even
though there were only a couple of cars already on board. The irate car drivers who
didnit get on were left fuming. Glenys also tells of when she was in labour and one
of the punts was a bit delayed waiting for her in the ambulance, and how everyone
joshed her about disrupting the puntis timetable and inconveniencing people.

Ross Craig: | used to work for Shortland County Council as an electrician (among
other things) and if we had any sort of emergency (wires down or something like that)
weld ring the punt wharf and theyid hold the punt till our vehicle got there. If | was
coming home to knock off at two in the morning after being out on some emergency
and it looked like | might just miss the punt, Iid call the control room and theyid call
the punt and let them know and theyid hold it for me so | wouldnit have to wait the
hour till they next came across. It was the same with the ambulances. And Fire
Brigade. All emergency vehicles. In a real emergency you could even jump the queue
and be prst on so you could be prst off. € It wasnit unknown for the punt to leave the
wharf immediately an emergency vehicle got on, leaving cars waiting. But this was
rare.
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