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s.s. papanui
The S.S. Papanui was built in 1898 by William Denny & Brothers Dumbarton, Yard No
602 for the New Zealand Shipping Company in Plymouth. Launched on Tuesday 1st
November 1898 and completed on the 26 December 1898, this Passenger Cargo
Vessel had a gross tonnage of 6372tons, was 430 feet long with a breadth of 54.1 feet
and a single screw, triple expansion steam engine.

© nzshippingcoassco.org.nz

Figure 1: S.S. Papanui photographed in an unknown seaport.
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Figure 2: The S.S. Papanui, on her sea trials off the Scottish coast.
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© flotilla-Australia .com
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Designed initially as a cargo steamer with a capacity far superseding those of her
time, the plans for the S.S. Papanui were modified. One of the New Zealand
Shipping Company Directors; Joseph Gould, suggested that she be a cargo passenger
vessel. During January the New Zealand Shipping Company showed off the S.S.
Papanui to 30 guests at the Royal Albert Docks, London. There they were not only
able to view the grandeur of this 6372 ton steamer but admire the provision for
passengers, described at the time as not having the lavish over-decoration of similar
steamer, ‘it was nevertheless exceedingly comfortable, having every modern
appliance’ (Evening Post 1902). Provisions were made for a first class saloon, drawing
room, smoking room and second class saloon with sleeping cabins which could not
be ‘too highly praised and ‘particularly good’ third-class accommodation (Evening
Post 1902). Soon after she began her primary service on the London to Australia
route.
In 1905 the S.S. Papanui was placed into secondary service between London and New
Zealand, carrying cargo and emigrants. In December 1909 she struck an uncharted
shoal to the north of Waterhouse Island, near Banks Straits, en-route to Hobart Melbourne where she arrived for repairs after initially seeking harbour at Beauty
Point. Instead of repairing the vessel, the New Zealand Shipping Company decided to
sell her and in 1910 she was bought by James Paterson, Melbourne, who sold her
again. The new owner: H C Sleigh and H B Black, made temporary repairs with plans
to take her to Japan for permanent repairs. When local officials would not certify the
ship as being seaworthy they transferred the ship’s flag to the Nicaraguan registry
and sailed her without a pilot to Japan. By May 1911 the S.S. Papanui was
seaworthy, she departed Melbourne en route to London with passengers on their
way to see the Coronation of King George V. On 25th August she departed London
to make her return trip to Australia. On board she had 318 emigrants bound for
Fremantle and 50 emigrants bound for Melbourne.
While on her return journey, it was reported that as a result of ‘spontaneous
combustion’ a coal fire broke out in one of the bunkers of the vessel. For five days
after its discovery, on September 5th, the crew attempted to extinguish the fire, but
were unable to bring it under control. As luck would have it the vessel had already
crossed the Equator and St Helena Island had been passed only the day before.
Captain Moore therefore decided to head for the Island. There, with the assistance
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of the C.S. Britannia all 324 passengers and most of the crew were put ashore,
following which the ship was run aground at James’s Bay. On 11th September 1911
the ship was allowed to burn itself out and in a few years what remained of the
burned out hulk was scuttled.
Today the rudder of the S.S. Papanui can be seen projecting from the sea in James’
Bay. Salvaged in the 1980s the wreck now serves as an artificial reef for many of the
island’s endemic marine species.

Figure 3: The rudder of the S.S. Papanui taken 1955.
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local news: st helena guardian
16th SEPTEMBER 1911
DESTRUCTION BY FIRE of the BRITISH S.S. PAPANUI inJAMESTOWN
HARBOUR
The British S.S. Papanui, Captain T. Moore, of Melbourne, from London via Las
Palmas, bound to Fremantle, arrived at this port on Monday afternoon last at 3:30
pm. The vessel had aboard 376 passengers and emigrants, and carried a crew of 108
all told. On the 5th instant it was found that the ship was afire, but after five days it
was got under control and extinguished. Shortly afterwards, however, fire again
broke out in No. 3 Hold, which was filled with bunker coal.
On arriving here the casual observer could notice no smoke issuing from her on her
arrival to indicate that there was fire aboard. At 11.00 pm on Monday an explosion
occurred and flames appeared, and the siren was immediately sounded for aid. The
ships boats were then lowered, and aided by the boats of the Britannia, about 70
women and children were taken aboard her, where they were well cared for until

Figure 4: The S.S. Papanui, in James’s Bay, St Helena on 11th September 1911.
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morning. By 5.00 am on Tuesday morning the whole of the passengers were landed,
the men being sent to Ladder Hill Barracks, while the women and children were
placed in the Military Hospital and Jamestown Barracks. At about 7.00 am the
Papanui was beached, and volumes of smoke were issuing from her. At 10.00 am the
fire became general and it was found that it was impossible to get It under control,
consequently the ship was abandoned. Her lower decks, however, are flooded, in
order to prevent her from becoming totally destroyed. All woodwork, rigging &c. has
been burnt, also a good portion of the passenger’s belongings.

Figure 5: The S.S. Papanui passengers, after having evacuated their ship, their
disembarkation assisted the CS Britannia.

It were indeed fortunate that St Helena was so close at hand, otherwise it is simply
awful to contemplate what would have been the fate of the passengers and crew.
The passengers came ashore only with the clothes etc. they stood up in, and the
Authorities were put to a severe test to find sufficient beds and bedding for such a
number of people, and the efficient way in which everything has been managed
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deserves the highest praise. Since landing they have been well provided for and
seem to be fairly happy under the circumstances. Many of them are now billetted in
private homes, and it may be said that they have met with friends. The whole of the
inhabitants of the island are eager to demonstrate their sympathy and in more than
one instance it has taken a practical form. We also hasten to extend to the
passengers and crew our heartfelt sympathy and trust that their enforced sojourn
amongst us will be a pleasant one. We congratulate them on their bravery in the
face of such imminent danger as there were no signs of panic when it was known
that the vessel was burning.
The dense cloud of smoke and flames issuing from the doomed ship was indeed a
grand sight, especially at night, a sight which no-one on the Island has witnessed in
the harbour, and the Glacis was lined with people from early morn to late at night.
The vessel is still burning in the fore part, but we understand that a portion of the
cargo will be saved.

21st SEPTEMBER 1911
Our last issue gave an account of the arrival of the Papanui on Monday,11th instant,
with a fire in her No. 3 Hold. She has since then been abandoned and burnt, so to
speak, to the waters edge, and the spectacle which was constantly watched by
hundreds of people was one which was magnificent, though dreadful, and seemed to
have a hypnotic effect on many of the onlookers who found the greatest difficulty in
tearing themselves away, staying, some of them, until well into the morning.
Monday 18th, found the fire practically extinguished and visitors from the Country
were venturing aboard curio-seeking and in search of weird mementoes of the
dreadful fire.
Seldom, we suppose, in the world's history has there been such an opportunity of
viewing such a terrible fire from practically three sides and from the overtowering
hills right into the furnace itself. Lucky indeed were the passengers and crew that
they put in here instead of dashing for the Cape, in which case they must, to a large
extent, have inevitably perished in mid-ocean. That St Helena has proved a Haven of
Refuge is borne out by remembering the landing of a Battery of Artillery and others
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rescued from the burning ship Pole Star some miles to the south-east of our little Isle
in the 1850's, leaving the ship in such a hurried fashion and so scantily clad that it is
within the memory of some of our oldest inhabitants that the late Mr. Robert
Galbraith and other men of like sympathy sent clothes to the wharf so that they
might march through the streets decently clad. Then again in 1874 the survivors of
the Cospatrick (burnt at sea) landed in a similarly destitute state. Once more in the
1880's the crew of the Austrian barque Aurora I, which arrived on fire and was
backed on to the shears in Rupert's Valley and burnt to the water's edge, had to
accept of Island hospitality, now again in 1911 this fine steamer, the Papanui, arrives
on fire with 479 souls, all of which have been landed and cared for, some of them
with only the clothes in which they stood and others with a grievous loss of property
and baggage. These folks we welcome and it has been an opportunity for us British
subjects in this Coronation Year to show that blood is thicker than water, and to rise
to that opportunity by not allowing to slip one single chance to assist and make the

Figure 6: On board the abandoned wreck of the S.S. Papanui.
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lot of our compulsory visitors more happy. The way in which they have taken their
reverse is an object lesson and shows us that Australia will, in accepting them as
Colonists, obtain a body of Britishers, who will not be daunted by the hard and
strenuous task which falls to the lot of pioneers.
His Excellency the Acting Governor has been given a tremendous task in receiving
such a large number of people with the limited accommodation and food supply of
the Island, and but for the willingness of our Town and Country people it is
problematic what could have been accomplished. His Excellency devised and
formed a Committee of the two leading ladies of the Island, assisted by the Matron
of the Civil Hospital, whose professional experience would be of great value and
assistance. Enquiries were set afoot as to those who were destitute and to the credit
of the Inhabitants it was found that few, if any, existed but that had not been liberally
assisted, the cry for help had not gone forth unheeded. His Excellency's medical
knowledge has lead to the distribution of passengers throughout the Country
districts, they being billetted in homes at per capitum [sic].
Rumour has it that the White Star liner, the Medic, will call here for the passengers
and crew of the Papanui somewhere in the first week of October. In the meanwhile,
Britishers all, let us try and make welcome amongst us those who have shared a
common misfortune, so that we may not look back on their visit as a time when our
opportunity to love our neighbour as ourselves was presented and lost. ‘Tis true we
are but a homely lot but we can all do our best—no man can do more.
Had the Garrison been here the question of beds and bedding might more easily
have been solved, though where we should have put nearly 500 people is a problem.
Our food supply would have been larger and clothing more easily obtained. On the
whole it is time we had a Garrison again and such a predicament in which we have
lately found ourselves would in the future be avoided. We want a Garrison badly to
defend this little Island and hold it firmly as an outpost in the Southern Seas, and the
Home Government might yet remember the value and assistance this Island has
been to it in the past and not lightly cast us aside as a worn-out glove.
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28th SEPTEMBER 1911
At last the suspense and anxiety as to what was to be done for our visitors has been
broken by the announcement in Tuesday's cable to the effect that the Papanui
passengers were being arranged for, and that the S.S. Opawa will shortly leave
Liverpool and proceed direct here. From what we can learn she is a twin-screw
steamer of 9,000 tons, owned by the New Zealand Steamship Co., and should do the
passage in about 15 days.

Figure 7: The S.S. Opawa
Source: www.nzshippingcoassoc.org.nz

The weather has been most propitious and favourable to picnics and jaunts abroad
in exploration of our little Island, should it hold up, doubtless our visitors will not lose
the chance of seeing as much of the historic Isle as is possible. Whatever district one
may be travelling in, in contradistinction (contrast) to the usual loneliness and lack of
human kind, one now sees the opposite hill and the far distance dotted with folk
bent on pleasure and sight-seeing. Our visitors express themselves surprised at the
equable climate, and many of them still get quite excited when they view the
hundreds of arum lilies growing wild in the valleys they pass through and wish they
had them in London during the winter season, when they figure at 2/6 or 3/- per
flower.
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With such a sudden influx of folk to the Island, the Administration are to be
congratulated on the exemplary behaviour of our visitors, who have taken their
misfortunes very philosophically, have adapted themselves easily to local conditions
and as far as able have shown a surpassing readiness to assist in making easier those
steps taken for their welfare and comfort.
Slowly, but surely, the bulk of passengers living in town have migrated to the
Country, much to their advantage, as at this time and with the present weather the
conditions are ideal, and greatly relieving the congested state of living in Town, has
been conducive to greater comfort.
Whilst rain is said to be sadly wanted by the produce-growers, we almost hope that
our visitors may be favoured with a congenial fortnight of fine weather ere they
depart. If, however, we do not get substantial showers between this and our real
summer the land will be in a very parched state, and the cattle in a sorry plight for
grazing long before we are through the summer.

Figure 8: The abandoned wreck of the S.S. Papanui.
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Though our visitors' stay has been a short one, they have so become a part of us that
we shall feel their departure en bloc, and in almost as sudden fashion as their arrival.
That we shall be sorry to lose them goes without saying; still the best of friends must
part, and we shall wish them good fortune and better luck in the land of their
adoption, trusting that this little reverse at the outset will not daunt them, but that
they may be the more determined to succeed and hold aloft the Flag of Empire,
which is their guarantee of safety, as becomes good citizens.
Their departure will probably call to mind vividly the exodus of the Boer Prisoners
after the Peace of Vereenigen, when in their captivity made many friends and
consequently their leave-taking more painful. It is extraordinary, however, how soon
we settle down into our normal drowsy state, and within a few weeks from their
departure we shall scarce realise that the Papanui's arrival, the exciting scenes of
devastating fire, and the housing and feeding of her people, are in fact, or anything
but a dream of the past, saving for her presence on the beach as a landmark and
constant reminder.
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statements
CAPTAIN THOMAS MOORE
I have been Master of the S.S. Papanui since April 1911. I joined in Sydney
New South Wales on return voyage home. Everything was safe on voyage
home, but coal was only carried in the permanent bunkers. There was none
in reserve bunkers or No. 3 hold. Coal was taken in at Liverpool and as far as
I know it was all good coal. We left Liverpool for Glasgow and took in cargo
there but no coal. From thence to Avonmouth and London. Passengers were
taken in at Gravesend. Our cargo was general. Coal has been carried in No. 3
hold before. The ship was well found in every respect according to the Board
of Trade. We left London for Las Palmas on the 21st Aug and arrived on the
28th Aug. and took in 900 tons of coal. All was put into the permanent
bunker except 40 tons which was placed in No. 3 hold on top of the
Yorkshire coal. The place was quite safe.
We left Las Palmas for Freemantle [sic] direct. There was no need to call at
Cape Town. On the 3rd Sept it was reported that No. 3 hold gave off fumes.
The trimmers were working coal in the hold and extra men were put on, and
passengers on the 4th and 5th to help trim coal to stokehold and straighten
ship as she was getting a strong list. The fumes were reported as being
finished after a few hours work at the coal in this hold. On the 5th Sept. it was
reported to me that fumes were coming out of the starboard bunkers. The
place was examined and orders given for Clayton machine to be got ready
which was done and started working on the morning of the 6th, and was
kept working off and on until the fire was reported out on the 11th .
On the morning of the 11th fumes were reported in the No.3 hold and
passengers volunteered to help. They started turning coal over in this hold
but the fumes got worse and I decided then to put into St Helena. I first
altered the course for St Helena on Saturday Sept. 9th at noon. On Monday
the 11th I altered course several times to clear smoke from Starboard
bunker. When reaching St Helena the fumes were strong in No 3 hold.
Hatches were battened down and Clayton machine started working in this
hold. Hatches were closed but was innefectual [sic].
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I anchored in James Town Port at 4 pm. on the 11th. The vessel was granted
pratique (?) and was boarded by the harbour Master & Capt Smythe of the
C.S. "Britannia". They were informed as to the state of the ship and were
consulted as regards No. 3 hold coal. Lighters were ordered to be ready in
the morning to discharge cargo etc. At 9.30 p.m. on the same day the
hatches were raised, but only smoke could be seen. They were put on again
but at 10.30 p.m. blew off. Water hoses were then turned on. Boats were
ordered to be swung out and orders were passed for the women and
children to be got ready. They were mustered on the promenade deck and
were ready to be put into the boats. Some of the male passengers were told
to stay whilst the others left. The Chief Stewardess stayed on board until 11.
a.m. on the 12th. A number of male passengers stayed on board until the
second explosion, which occurred about 3. am. Others remained until
11 .a.m. on the 12th. Baggage was not taken on shore that night, only small
packages.
I did not think it advisable to run her on the beach until the explosions
generated flames in the No 3 hold. The ship was beached at 6.55 a.m. The
ship was fully insured as an A.I. risk. I think that the cause of the casualty was
spontaneous combustion due to heat of coal. We had 3000 tons of coal on
board. It is only necessary to carry coal in permanent bunkers on the
homeward voyage as coaling can be done in several ports namely Colombo,
Port Said. I think the coal was quite sufficient to generate heat by itself.
Nothing of an outside nature could have caused fire. All electric cables are
carried on deck and nowhere near bunkers. Bunker insulation consisted of
silicate of cotton and charcoal and there was a double skin between coal and
other holds. We turned for St Helena on account of the fire in No. 3 hold and
I thought it best to return. Some of my Officers thought all was safe and that
we could proceed to Cape Town. Thermometer tubes are usually carried
only for the cold storage. 3 to 4 hundred tons of coal had been used from
No. 3 hold. There was no actual means of estimating the heat of coal in
bunkers.
Thomas Moore
Master S.S. Papanui
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BOATSWAIN W.H. DUNN
I have been a boatswain for four years, but only served in the S. S. Papanui for
two months. I cannot throw any light or state cause of fire. I saw the last of the
coal at Liverpool put on board on a Friday. It was good and dry as coal dust was
flying about. The coal taken at Las Palmas was good too. The Chief Officer was
trying to keep fire quiet. On Saturday the 9th Sept when we were just knocking
off we were put on watch to help in the hold but could not stay down more
than 2 minutes at a time as it was so hot. There was very little fire inside of
bunker. All fire in saddleback side was out. There were no signs of fire on
Monday the 11th about 4 p.m. We anchored at St Helena. Shortly after 10 p.m.
explosion occurred. Boats were got out and the passengers were sent offwomen and children first and every man helped. Good discipline was kept as
far as I know. Some small gear was landed. The Chief Officer supervised all the
time. The carpenter was in charge of the hatch covers. Early next morning the
vessel was beached. During the night hoses were playing on the fire. Nothing
dangerous appeared until about 4 o'clock. The Captain was on the upper deck
in a deck chair. We had broken rest throughout then had 20 hours rest and 4
hours watch during the Sunday. As far as I can remember I saw the Island on
Monday morning.
W. H. Dunn
Boatswain

[N.B: Captain Moore’s and Boatswain Dunn’s statements have not been edited
from their original form.]
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passenger account
THE VOYAGE OF THE DISASTER OF THE SS PAPANUI
BY FRED S. ELLIS & FRANK H. ELLIS.
We embarked on the S.S. Papanui about midday Saturday August 19th 1911
at Tilbury, but did not sail until Monday evening at 8:25pm although the
original date of sailing was August 5th, which however was postponed until
the 12th, then again until the 19th, finally sailing on the 21st.
We found upon embarkation the boat was in a perfect state of
'unreadiness’, and in the words of one of the Officers, everything was upside
down, the paint work, decks, gear etc. being in a very dirty and
unsatisfactory condition. The first Sunday, August 20th, whilst waiting in the
Thames, was a very slow and dull day, there being no attempt at Divine
Service, either by the Captain or the others.
We experienced a very heavy storm that evening, also another on Monday
evening before sailing. Between Tilbury and our first call the boat was riding
very steady, well in the water, and with only a slight pitch, the average speed
for the first week being about 265 miles per day, which was subsequently
much reduced.
On the 23rd we passed the 'Bay of Biscay' and also a stationary Steamer
which signalled, "Broken down, but require no assistance", and on the 24th
we sighted 'Cape Finistere'. The weather was fine and warm and the sea
smooth, and very little sickness on board.
On Monday, August 28th, we reached 'Las Palmas' about 5:30am, where we
remained until 8:00 am the next morning. There we took on a supply of
fresh water, also a heavy shipment of Coals. The latter appeared to be very
slack and dusty, and was brought alongside in lighters in bags and took
practically the whole day and well into the night, making everything and
everybody perfectly black.
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Early Monday morning the boat was boarded by about 100 native traders,
bringing with them spirits, cigars, wine and other things for sale, remaining
on the boat until late in the evening, having a thriving and exciting trade with
the crew and passengers, several of whom were afterwards in a state of
liquor.
Nothing of any importance occurred until Friday, September 1st, when we
sighted 'Cape Verde' at 2:00pm. During all this time there was a good deal
of discontent among the passengers, the majority of whom had been
informed before sailing that the boat was to be 'one class only' and that each
passenger would have the run of the whole ship, the only difference in price
being whether the accommodation was to be for 2, 4, or 8 berth cabins, or
open berths.
The boat had accommodation for Upper and Lower Deck passengers but it
was a matter of luck where one was berthed. The various berths carried
with them the privilege of using certain Dining Saloons, decks and other
accommodation. Many of the passengers took advantage of the use of the
Upper and Lower decks etc., and this was resented by some who were
berthed on the Upper Deck (although many of them had paid the same, and
in some cases less than those berthed below). They appealed to the Captain
who instructed his Officers to prevent those berthed below from using the
Upper Deck, and this was strongly resented by those who were asked to
refrain from using the Upper Deck, several of whom declined to do so until
they were threatened with prosecution at Fremantle, or even with irons on
the ship. Finally in order to prevent the further use of this by these people,
the Captain had the two staircases leading to same removed, so that the
upper deck could only be reached through the Dining Saloon. This
appeared to be a very unwise step in the event of panic or of disaster.
On Sunday morning, September 3rd, we learned from some of the crew
that there had been fire during the night in the coal bunkers, but that same
had been put out at 5:00 am.
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Fire again broke out on September 5th and every effort was made to
conceal same from the passengers, but the smoke and fumes made that
impossible. At first a rope was placed across the Alleyway but same was
finally boarded quite up, which only increased the suspicious curiosity of the
passengers, amongst whom the prevailing fire was a matter of common talk
and knowledge, although the Officers stated that the fumes arose from their
efforts to exterminate the 'Rats'.

Figure 9: The S.S. Papanui on fire in James’s Bay. C.S. Britannia, in the background , provided assisted
with the evacuation of passengers from the burning S.S. Papanui.

From this time onwards it is our fixed opinion that the fire was never put
out, although the crew's efforts were continuous and strenuous, many of
the passengers also assisting, as they did in the clearing up of the ship's
decks etc.
On September 5th about 10.00 pm we crossed 'The Line'. On September
8th we caught our first glimpse of the 'Southern Cross'.
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The food supply was very good, varied and abundant, but was not nicely
served, the style being very rough and ready, for some cause or other. The
bread was very irregular in quality, some days very nice, others quite
uneatable. On 6th and 7th there was no bread available, ships biscuits being
substituted. The fresh water supply was also very indifferent, some days the
tea being made with condensed water, or half each salt and fresh, which
was very unpalatable.
The Stewards, although doing their best, were inexperienced, only 3 out of
the 17 having been to sea before, and were working out their passages at I/per month, as also were many of the crew, which was both short in numbers
and practical experience, and in fact they were a very mixed lot.
'Our Ideal' of a Captain was badly shaken, in our own experience, on the S.S.
Papanui (Captain Moore), and appeared to us to be very unsociable and offhand, having very little to say to any of the passengers, and did not appear
to be on very friendly terms with his Officers. The First Officer (Thos. Birkett)
was a splendid fellow, working with conspicuous ability, both for the
comfort of the passengers and the good of the ship, and was highly
esteemed by everybody on board and well supported by the crew. During
the whole of this time the fire was giving considerable trouble and anxiety,
both to the crew and passengers, and on the night of the 8th some of the
more fearful passengers slept on deck, ready for any emergency. Up to this
time we were apparently making for 'The Cape', but on Saturday,
September 9th, about midday, the Captain reversed his course by heading
for 'St. Helena’, but on rising early on Monday morning we noted that our
course had again been altered, and we were again heading for 'The Cape'.
After this our course was changed three other times, on the Monday
morning about 7.15 am for 'St. Helena', again at 9.45 am for 'The Cape' and
finally at 10.15 am for 'St. Helena', which we sighted just before 12.00 noon,
reaching same about 4,00 pm, when we anchored. Owing to the hatches
having been closed down previously, there was not so much smoke visible at
that time. Soon after arrival the Harbour Master and other Officials boarded
the boat and had an interview with the Captain.
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During the next six hours nothing of any importance occurred and with a
few exceptions the passengers retired to their cabins as usual. We consider
the Captain entirely to blame for having lost those six valuable hours, during
which he could have easily landed the whole of the passengers, their
luggage and baggage, and no doubt a large portion, if not all, of the ship's
stores and cargo. We maintain the fire had been burning for several days
and had never been really put out, which after events proved to be true,
otherwise the ship could not have been destroyed in so short a time and in
such a complete manner, for on Wednesday evening the boat was in full
flames from stem to stern and red hot to the water's edge, truly a grand but
awful sight. Even had there been any doubt we consider the Captain should
have immediately acted on our arrival, especially seeing there were so many
women and children, also settlers' effects on board, but he appeared to use
little or no Judgment in the whole affair.
At 10.45 pm an explosion occurred, blowing off the hatches of one of the
holds with a loud report, lastly after this the siren was blown. At this time
many of the passengers were either in, or preparing for, bed. Many dressed
quickly and went on deck, but even then were assured that there was no
danger and that they could go back to bed, which a number of them did, but
very soon afterwards the order was given for all passengers to assemble on
deck in readiness for landing. While they were hurriedly obeying this order
the electric lights in the Aft Cabins were unfortunately and foolishly switched
off for some inexplicable reason, thus causing much unnecessary confusion
and alarm.
In the meantime orders had been given for the boats to be lowered, and this
proved no easy matter and took some considerable time, owing to the gears
being stiff and unworkable, through long disuse. Some (out of the small
number of 12) were not lowered at all. The swinging gangways were also
lowered with some difficulty and delay, and in a broken and dangerous
condition, one of the lower platforms being entirely missing, and other
defects.
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It is noteworthy to mention here that there had been no boat drill during the
whole of the voyage, and even had there been, we consider the number of
boats (only 12) quite inadequate for the number of souls on board (nearly
500), and had the disaster occurred in mid ocean the results would have
been too awful to contemplate, and even as it were, had it not been for the
proximity of the Eastern Telegraph Co.'s Cable Boat 'Britannia', which
rendered such splendid and prompt assistance, results would have been far
from as satisfactory as they turned out, although the local boatsmen
assisted to the best of their abilities in the landing of the passengers. The
moonlight and calm sea, with little or no waves, was also in our favour.
The usual procedure of landing passengers was adopted, first the women
and children, many of whom were taken on board the 'Britannia' for the
night and splendidly treated, the others being taken to the Town Hospital.
Afterwards the married and then the single men were landed, and after
some considerable delay (the hour now being late after midnight), the
Acting Governor, His Excellency Wilberforce J. J. Arnold M.D., ordered their
removal to Ladder Hill Barracks, the same being reached by a long and
difficult climb. At about 3:30 am here they were locked up until 10:45 am
the next morning. This was no doubt considered the best thing under the
circumstances, although many of the men would have been willing to have
been allowed to remain behind and assist in saving the luggage and effects.
During this time there had been a succession of explosions, followed by
huge flames amidships at about 4.30 am. The ship was not abandoned by
the crew, and finally the Captain and his Chief, until somewhere about
midday. Before this however, the local boatsmen, with boats and lighters,
had stood well by the ship, assisting and still willing to assist in the removal
of luggage and baggage etc., but were for some unfortunate reason ordered
away, much to their annoyance and regret. They, and also ourselves,
considered it far too soon, as it was afterwards amply proved, to the cost of
a considerable amount of baggage and such like, and for this the Captain is
most surely answerable, as he also is for saving of ship's stores, carpets,
mats, silver etc when we considered preference should have been given to
passengers' belongings,
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Liquor on the night of the disaster seemed to have been easily obtainable,
and some of the crew had certainly had too much, and the state of the
Captain has been seriously questioned.
Since landing at St. Helena, the passengers and crew have been splendidly
treated by everybody, many of the inhabitants having thrown open their
houses, both in town and country for their occupation. Others are quartered
in the Civil and Military Hospitals, also in the Town and Ladder Hill Barracks,
and all are being supplied by the authorities with all necessities, and some of
the most destitute cases have been provided with boots and clothing etc,,
which have also been supplemented by generous gilts from the inhabitants,
although poor themselves. They have been over-generous to their fellow
Britishers, in distress, which will long be remembered with much
appreciation and gratitude. Nearly 500 unexpected visitors, however, thrust
upon a small Colony must have severely taxed the resources of the Acting
Governor and his able staff, who have dealt with the whole matter in a
splendid and most praise-worthy manner.
Were the inner beauties and magnificent climate of St. Helena more fully
known to those requiring a more genial climate, combined with beautiful
and picturesque scenery, the same would speedily become a rival and
competitor to such places as the South of France etc.
Although many of the stranded visitors have sustained heavy losses,
representing their homes and all which they were taking to the land of their
adoption, they are, under the circumstances, maintaining a splendid
fortitude and surprising cheerfulness, which certainly augurs well for their
success when they reach their desired destination, and should assure the
Commonwealth of Australia that the class of settlers emanating from the
Mother Country are of the true stamp and will prove desirable Sons and
Daughters of adoption.
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They now await with patience the arrival of the S. S. Opawa which we
understand is already well on its way and should reach here about October
16th, and we trust the remainder of the voyage will prove pleasant and free
from further disaster and that good fortune, with the help of the Australian
Government, will deal generously with each to the mutual advantage of all.
The S.S. Papanui now lies on the beach in the harbour here a complete
wreck, and was the centre of much interest, and also sympathetic fellow
feeling to its late occupants, by the passengers in the Mail Steamer, 'Galeka1,
which called here on October 3rd on its way to 'The Cape'.
We regret to say we are amongst the many who have been thus suddenly
deprived of the great bulk of our wordly effects. This, in itself, although a
severe and heavy loss (which we hope in time to be able to replace), is
nothing compared to the Thankfulness we feel in having our lives and our
loved ones saved to us, with our fellow travellers.
We should be pleased to answer any questions or give any further
information in our power, if addressed

c/o G.P.O. Perth, Western Australia. "To be called for"

We now beg to remain,

Yours Faithfully,
Fred. S. Ellis. Frank H. Ellis.

[N.B: The text entitled, The Voyage of the Disaster of the SS Papanui by Fred S. Ellis
& Frank H. Ellis, has not been edited from its original form.]
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crew member’s account
THE LOSS OF THE SS PAPANUI, 1911: A LETTER
BY BILL BEATTIE
The Fort St Helena
Sept 21st 1911
Dear Mother
I suppose you will have read all about our ship going on fire. Well, I hope
you saw that we were all saved. We have been very lucky indeed. Fire broke
out in the coal bunkers shortly after we left Las Palmas so that our ship was
practically on fire for a fortnight. The crew & about 50 of the passengers
worked away at it all the time. Some days they got the better of it, then the
next it was worse than ever again. We should not have called at this port at
all. You know only by luck we happened to be near it when the fire took a
serious hold. Thank goodness or it is fearful to think what might have
happened. Well, anyhow, we were making our way for Cape Town & the
fire compelled them to make for St Helena. On the way to St Helena they
got the fire slightly under control again so we turned back for Cape Town
again. Then it got worse again & we had to make for St Helena again. The
Captain did that for four times, so you can see he did not know much about
the management of a ship. She lost two days owing to his fooling [?] up &
down, but as far as I can learn, it will mean jail for him when she gets to
Australia. He deserves it too. Only for him the passengers would have saved
all their luggage. Anyhow, we landed at St Helena on Monday Sept 10 at 4
from even. Then he did not put into port, but kept us about ½ a mile out.
We all got to bed and at 11 o'clock an explosion happened. It blew one of
the hatches right off. So you can imagine the panic that got up. Folks were
running up & down like madmen. I never imagined folks could be such
cowards, especially men. It was really a disgrace to our country. Only for the
First Mate standing over the boats with a revolver, some of them would
have jumped into the boats before the women & children. In fact most of
them would. You could not describe the scene. Folks rushing up & down,
everywhere shouting & women shrieking. It was really a great experience.
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Well, the women & children all got off first, then the men. I got off in the last
boat, along with the crew & for my own part I can safely say I enjoyed myself
champion. Well, we were not long off till the second explosion happened. A
fairly big number of the crew were still on board & the Captain, but nobody
was hurt. The ladies were all put on board the Britania [sic], a cable steamer,
which was stationed at St Helena. Only for their boats coming along to our
assistance, we would not have got off for hours. Our crew were so long in
getting down the ship's boats. Our crew, like the Captain, were just a scrape
up for the occasion. Anything is good enough for emigrants. You know that's
how we were flaced [sic] anyway. Well, we landed and got put up at the
Fort, where we are at present. You have to climb up a ladder built on the
rocks with stone steps. There are 700 steps & we were all nearly dead when
we got to the top. Of course, there is a road round the rocks where the
donkeys & mules & oxen bring up provisions, but it is so long, that we chose
the Ladder. We are quite used to climbing it now. You know only it was
terrible at the first, Well, we all landed at the Fort safe, but jolly tired. In the
morning we got breakfast, ½ a slice of bread & a drink of water. High
feeding. "Eh." After that a dozen of us volunteered to go aboard the Papanui
& help to save the passengers' baggage. We were refused permission to get
out of the Fort, so we took French leave. We dropped over the wall on to the
locks. Only four of us, however, as it was so risky, that the other 8 were
afraid. If you had missed your footing, we would have been smashed to
atoms. Luck was on our side, however, & we managed it But I don't think
any of us would care about trying it again. Anyhow, we got down to the
harbour & got a small boat & rowed to the ship. The fire had a good hold by
this time. We had 500 tons of dynamite on board, part of the cargo, so you
can understand the risk we ran. Well, we all claimed our own baggage first &
took it ashore & went back to help save other folks'. I have got all mine with
the exception of ½ dozen shirts, 1 pair brown boots, 1 cap, some
handkerchiefs & my writing pad. They were all under my mattress & I had
not a bit of mind about them or I would have had them too. However, that is
a mere nothing, as hundreds have got nothing but what they stand up in.
Well, we got back to the ship & worked for 5 hours saving luggage. By this
time of course, dozens of small boats were in use, so we were a party
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of them that stayed on board, pitching the luggage over the side into
the small boats. Well, we stuck that for 5 hours until we were ordered
off by the Captain, the danger being too great, so the ship had to be
abandoned. We did not get off Scott free either. Our hands and arms
were burnt in several places. They are nearly better now, however, and
in saving nearly 99 per cent of our own luggage, we have been amply
rewarded for our labours, Hundreds have nothing but the togs they
stand up in & even then they are only half dressed. However, in a
sense they have only their selves to blame, if instead of running up &
down that night of the fire they had looked after their baggage as I did,
they would have come off better than they did. The first thing I did
when we got the alarm was to get out of bed, go up on deck & see
what danger there was. It was terrible at that time, so instead of
rushing up on deck like the others, my pal, who is also a grocer &
comes from Ayr, we dressed ourselves in our best togs & packed our
bags with everything we could remember. We also pinched about 200
cigars out of other folks' bags & had a rare good time, I can tell you, I
was just in my element & so was he. Well, the ladies are all put up at St
Helena Military Hospital & we are at the Fort. Well, about rations. They
are as follows (per man, per day): 1Ib of bread, breakfast & tea for all
day, 2 oz of butter, two potatoes, a small piece of meat. However, as I
am a very small eater and a splendid thief, we have lots of grub.
Second day, my chum & I got our heads together with the result that
at night we had 2 tins of condensed milk, 3Ib of tea, ½ a stone of sugar, 3
candles & a loaf, and we have found a way to pinch bread every day. So
I can tell you we have some champion feeds. We bought cocoa for a
change & we are having the finest holiday we ever had in our lifes [sic].
One lady lost her false teeth on the ship, another lost a cheque for
£200. Mrs Paterson lost her organ, wardrobe, bedding, sewing
machine, dresses, all Mr. Paterson's tools, many of which were new, &
her musical box. She has lost her share anyway, consequently she is
very down hearted. I think she has some of them insured. Its terrible
what some of them have lost. One first class passenger had a motor
car on board, so he has lost it.
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It was the finest sight in the world to see the ship on fire & the sight
was great to see her when she blew up. It was splendid. The sight of a
life time.
Letters only go away once a month from here and the mail left the day
before we landed, so that it has been impossible to get you a letter
through earlier than this. I hope you have nor been worrying too
much about me, because I am enjoying myself splendidly. I could put up
with this life for a long time. We have to be here a month altogether,
so far as I am able to learn. We have now been here 11 days & we are
all well & happy.
Well, a few remarks about the place. Will not go wrong now. In the
first place the population of the island is 5000, but it is very scattered.
The inhabitants are Negroes and half castes, but all speak English. The
place is very dirty & the shops rotten. This is where [illegibly] t he
Boer prisoners were kept during the Boer War. Cronjie was also kept a
prisoner here then. This is where Napoleon was made a prisoner & he
died here too. We were at his tomb yesterday. He was buried here for
19 years, before they took his body away. But it is now very quiet.
The scenery is lovely. They grow all kinds of fruit & by Jove we have
given the bananas trees some skinning. I can tell you, we eat them till
we can hardly walk. By Jove we are having a rare time.
Fruit growing & farming are the main industries. The people here are very
respectful towards us, but they are all very poor, 1 /6 being a man's wage for
a day's work, so that you see they could not help us very much, however
willing they might be. We have played the natives at cricket and got a severe
drubbing from them. They have some lovely players in their team.
Tomorrow we play them at football, so I don't know how it will turn out.
The distance across the island as the crow flies is 9 miles. We intend hireing
[sic] a donkey each some day to have a tour around. The weather is very
warm, pyjamas & linen suits being worn by all who possess them. I don't,
but I have borrowed them. Blow me for that. I've never been stuck yet. This
is
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the 25th of Sept. now & so far we have no news of any boat coming for us. I
think we will be there in time for Christmas. We are enjoying ourselves
alright all the same. We had to sleep on the hard floor for 10 days, but after
that we got hay and a piece of cotton we made mattresses. By Gum you
ought to see the sewing, Oh dear, what a mess. However, although they are
not absolutely airtight, they keep the hay in (sometimes only). Never mind,
were getting on famous & we are all quite able to ruff it in Australia now if
need be. I am getting quite stout on the holiday. Here I feel in the pink of
form ("Heighs" my hearty). Oh, by the bye, I mustn't forget to tell you we
have all been fishing. I caught some fine Macarel [sic]. The sport is delightful
when you're catching something, rotten when you're not. Never mind, we'll
have a High Breakfast to-morrow. Provisions are very dear here (eggs 2/1
very small) (butter 1/8 per Ib, very rotten) (ham none) (tea fairly reasonable).
Condensed milk & coffee about 2 dearer than at home. Cocoa likewise.
They only get their goods once a month from England & have a heavy duty
to pay, hence the reason prices are high.

Figure 10: The rush to salvage cargo from the burning S.S. Papanui.
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30th SEPTEMBER 1911
The page for this date is largely illegible, although the following can be
deciphered: "We have now heard about a boat calling for us" and that "She
is 9000 tons & is expected [...] here in 15 days". Bill asks "Please direct all my
letters meantime to Perth G. Post Office St. Australia and I will call for them.
Send them in my own name. We are still enjoying ourselves here" and
reports that "the mail from Australia arrives here tomorrow, at least she is
due here". He also reports that someone "of our late Papanui dropped
down dead" some days ago and that "Heart failure is supposed [...] Rather
sad funeral it was. I can tell you that he got a very nice burial. He was carried
5 miles to the church yard by the natives." Bill concludes by saying that "Our
weather is just delightful".

3rd OCTOBER 1911
Well, here we go again. The mail boat from Liverpool to Australia was here
yesterday, so of course that made a big difference to dull St Helena. She had
a big lot of passengers, most of whom came ashore & by Jove she didn't half
kick up a noise. I was half looking for a letter, but of course you would never
dream of writing to me here after you saw the report in the papers. I would
have got it alright if you had, however, I was not disappointed. We are still
having quite a good time, but this place is getting stale now. The weather is
still very warm, a big change from home at this time of the year, I can tell
you. This is Wednesday 3rd Oct and the mail for England is due on Sunday

7th OCTOBER 1911
Our boat the Opawa is due the following week & we won't be sorry to set
off, as we are all fed up now. I will be writing you from Cape Town again two
weeks after this one leaves. I will give you all the particulars about our new
boat then. We have seen one of the reports from the English papers that
came in with the mail yesterday and I may say that they are false, far from
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being correct. However, my chums & I are writing to John Bull contradicting
them & telling him the truth about the burning of the late Papanui. If you
have not destroyed the reports you saw, please save them and send them
on to me at G.P.O. Perth. I expect you will be tired reading this before you
get to the end of it. What is described is correct. However, so that you can
compare my report about the fire & the report you got at home, you will
find a vast difference. The letters have to be posted on Saturday to catch the
mail and as my chums and I have been asked out the country by a
gentleman inhabitant for to come and spend 3 days with him, I will require
to finish this note today. I hope I will be able to get an envelope strong
enough to hold this. I will have to search the village for them. You can hardly
get anything here & what you do get is frightfully expensive. My funds are
very low too. [line missing However, there are hundreds worse off, so I am
not worrying a bit, How are you all at home, "Eh". Not half so well as your
humble [illegible]. Bet I'm getting as fat as a horse on this job and have
cultivated another nice moustache. Quite a Doctor Bodie affair this time. I
wish I could have sent you home some brass, but will do so as soon as I
possibly can. Has Dave got any word from Australia yet. I sincerely hope you
won't think of not letting him go now on account of my misfortune. Let him
go by all means. Its quite safe in a sense, although there have been a lot of
wrecks at sea since I left, according to cables received here. We also had
word about Wolfe & Burger swimming the Channel. But don't stand in his
way on any account, that's if he's still willing to go himself, of course. Please
send me a weekly news every week if possible. Just write me at Perth G.P.O.
until I get a definitive address for you. My pal lives only a few miles from
there according to the map, so I will be able to get them alright. Remember
me to everybody at home. Did you ever feel as if you could shout with joy,
you feel so happy, I mean. That's how I feel just now. I can't account for it
somehow. "Oh", by the bye, don't think I am [illegible] cheery news just to
make you cheery also. Its all perfectly true, [illegible] The boys are asking if I
am writing for the newspaper. I am quite true [?] to my name, [illegible]
comes quite natural. Had a longer letter than this written for you before the
first, but have torn it up now. Heigho. But [illegibly] warm. Well, dear
Mother, I am simply stuck for more writing paper, also more news.
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Consequently I really must finish up, so please accept my best love to
yourself and all at home & remember me to everyone that know me & don't
forget to write me some nice long letters to the G.P.O. I am simply dying to
hear from home.
Ta-ta & good luck to you all
Your affectionate son
Bill
Excuse the scribble. Blame the pen.
My regards to Miss Bellies & I will write her myself some day soon, inform
her,
P.S. a small fern geranium leaf taken off Napoleon's grave.

[N.B: The text entitled: The Loss of the SS Papanui, 1911: A Letter By Bill Beattie
was edited by Alexander Schulenburg and was first published in 2008, Wirebird: A
Journal of the friends of St Helena 3-10 36.]
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local news: st helena guardian
19th October 1911
DEPARTURE OF PASSENGERS EX S.S. PAPANUI FROM ST HELENA
By the S.S. Opawa which arrived here on Saturday last, the passengers of the S.S.
Papanui resumed their interrupted voyage to Freemantle. Though their stay was
short, their farewells were sincere, this showing that they appreciated their
treatment and made many friends whilst here.
The scenes in the streets recalled to us the exodus of the Boer Prisoners, and the
place was for the nonce brimful of excitement. Very little time was accorded to them
to pack up and embark, the ship being announced to leave at 6:00pm sharp, though
she did not leave till near 10:00pm., because the Captain considerately remained for
the purpose of making the accommodation, especially that of the women and
children, more comfortable.

Figure 11: Taken in 1914 this photograph features F. George and Agnes Barrett and their family,
passengers on board the S.S. Papanui. In 2011 their grandson, George Barrett, visited St Helena.

35

S.S. PAPANUI

We are glad to learn that the Opawa had hurried away from Liverpool
at full speed with raw wood and carpenters on board to do the best
they could on the passage to rig accommodation for 350 souls - no
mean task. We feel sure that everything was done for their comfort
whilst here and that, in their scramble for the land of their adoption,
they will not mind roughing it a little, and that they will ever remember,
while they remain in 'God's own Country' their happy holiday on this
historic island.
We wish them Godspeed and Good luck.

Figures 11 & 12: George Barrett,
the grandson of F. George and
Agnes Barrett, passengers on
board the S.S. Papanui at the time
of the disaster.

[N.B: The text reproduced from the St Helena Guardian has not been edited
from its original form.]
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Figure 13: The S.S. Papanui on fire in James’ Bay.

Figure 14: The S.S. Papanui scuttled in James’ Bay.
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Figure 15, 16 & 17: The wreck
of the S.S. Papanui, these
photographs were taken in
2003.
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