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Meet Derek, PJ, Ray G, Ray 
W, Sam, Mei, Sana and 
Tony; the National Marine 
Unit crew of the Australian 
Customs Vessel Hervey 
Bay. I joined the crew on 
patrol to iearn about life in 
Customs Marine. By the 
end of the journey, I had 
altered my sleeping 
patterns, my vocabulary and 
my perspective of life on the 
high seas.

top: Australian Customs Vessel Hervey Bay  
sailing through the Torres Strait.

inset: Author Catherine McDonald on 
assignment.

Marine  c rew  can w o rk  
a nyw he re  a round  
A ustra lia : th is  patro l w as a 
jo in t  cross-border patrol 
be tw een A ustra lia  and Papua N ew  
G u inea . W ith o u t the  ded ica tion o f the 

crew , th e  law -e n fo rcem e n t 
rep resenta tives s tay ing  on board d uring  
the  patro l w ou ld  no t succeed in th e ir  
m iss ion . The  crew  ensure  eve ry th ing  is 
sh ip  shape so the  onboard  v is ito rs  can 
best do th e ir  job.

A jo b  at sea m eans exped itions aw ay  
from  loved ones fo r th ree -w eek  periods 
to ta llin g  six m on th s  o f the  year, irregula r 
s h ift  w o rk  and w eekend  w o rk . It also 
m eans being invo lved  in op era tions  o f 
na tio n a l im p ortance  w h ile  trave lling  
around  A ustra lia  and having  an 'office' in 
the  fresh  a ir and su n s h in e .

M a rin e  life m eans d onn ing  m any 
hats: navigator, deck hand , cook, 
c lea ner and m echan ic , to  nam e a few. 
Each m em b er o f th e  crew  has a 
specia lised role on board th e  vessels, 
such as engineer, bu t all th e  c rew  are 
m u lti-s k ille d  and if, as a m em b er o f a 
crew, you w ish  to  learn m ore  ab ou t the  
sk ills  th a t o the r c rew  m em bers have,

you can get th a t know ledge each day on 
board.

W h e n  I jo ine d  the  Hervey Bay at 
Th u rsd a y  Island in the  Torres S tra it, the  
crew  w as a lready fu ll sw ing  in to  
op era tions , long before we le ft the  
w h a rf: D erek check ing  th a t th e  hand - 
d raw n  nav ig a tiona l p lans corre lated  w ith  
the  passage p lans on the  com puter, PJ 
ca rry ing  o u t p re -dep artu re  checks on 
c o m m u n ic a tio n  system s, Ray W  
p e rfo rm ing  p rop u ls ion  tests and Ray G 
oversee ing  the  s tock ing  o f the  vessel.

The  Hervey Bay is one o f e igh t 3 8 -  
m etre  B ay-c lass vesse ls in th e  C ustom s 
fleet, b u ilt in W este rn  A ustra lia  and 
com m iss ioned  in H ervey Bay, 
Q ueensland , in M arch 2 0 0 0 .

The  Torres S tra it is a b eau tifu l region 
o f A us tra lia  and , w hen  underw ay, the  
best v ie w s  are from  the  bridge. D uring  
the  tr ip  I fo llow ed  each m em b er o f the  
c rew  around , try in g  to  learn w h a t each 
gadget did and ho w  eve ry th ing  w orked  - 
from  PJ and Sam  show ing  m e how  to 
operate the  tenders to  Mel and Tony 
s h o w in g  m e h o w  to do an o il change. 
W h e n  I firs t arrived  on the  bridge, I w as 
bedazzled by the  technology.

with a Customs 
Marine crew
By C a th e rine  M cD onald
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PJ and Tony w e re  on firs t w a tc h  m y 
firs t day on board, so PJ gave m e a 
ru n d o w n  on a ll th e  in s tru m e n ts  on the 
'dash'. The  g lobal p o s itio n ing  system , 
fo rw a rd -sc a n n in g  and d ep th -sound er 
sonars, a ne m om ete r, radar, e lec tron ic  
c h a rt d isp lay, d is tress panel, a u to p ilo t, 
s tee ring  sys tem s, revs and gear con tro ls, 
em ergency s ig na ls  and horn con tro ls  
and the  fu e l-m a n a g e m e n t system .

Then  Tony to o k  over, e xp la in ing  all 
th e  bu ttons  and d isp lay  panels on the 
eng ineer's conso le . From  his cha ir on 
th e  bridge, Ray W , the  eng ineer can 
m o n ito r every system  in the  eng ine  room 
inc lu d ing  the  em ergency generator, fuel 
and w a te r ta n k  levels, hyd rau lics , fire  
ind ica to rs , lig h ting , a ir c o n d itio n in g  - the 
lis t seem ed end less.

Because a ll m o n ito r in g  o f system s 
can be done fro m  the  bridge, the  eng ine 
room  itse lf is considered u nm a nned . 
H ow ever, Ray W  spent a lo t o f t im e  
below , and gave me a to u r o f the  engine 
and p lan t room s a few  days a fte r Tony's 
brief.

Ray looks a fte r all the  e q u ip m e n t in 
these  room s, w h ic h  inc lude tw in  M TU  
1 0 5 0 k W  d iese l eng ines, d esa lina tion  
p lan ts  fo r w a te r p roduc tion , a b io log ical 
sew a g e -tre a tm e n t p lant, generators, 
hyd rau lics , pum p s, pow erboards, fin s , 
rudders and p ropellers. He is the  on iy

m em b e r o f the  c rew  w h o  requires his 
ow n  w o rk ro o m , w h ic h  is hidden aw ay  in 
th e  bow e ls o f the  vessel. The  eng ine and 
associated room s are hea t and sound 
proof. The  eng ine  room  w as not o n ly  hot 
and noisy, but a lso con ta ined  n um e rous  
steel p ipes on w h ic h  to bum p m y head 
and scrape m y sh ins . I adm ired Ray fo r 
h is  d iff ic u lt job  - but it w as a job  th a t he 
said he w o u ld n 't change fo r the  w orld .

Tony con tinued  w ith  h is rund o w n  on 
th e  bridge by o u tlin in g  th e  vessel's 
im press ive  c o m m u n ic a tio n s  system s; 
UHF, V H F  and H F radios, global m a rine  
d istress and safe ty system s, sa te llite  
phone and in te rn a tio n a l m a ritim e  
sa te llite  system , secure and enc ryp tion  
tra n s m is s io n  e q u ip m en t. I w as to ld  th a t 
a ll s igna ls  are sen t on Z u lu  tim e , the  

un ive rsa l t im e  coord inate  
th a t standard ises all m a rine  
c o m m u n ic a tio n s  to 
G reenw ich  M ean T im e .

There  are fo u r w o o l- 
covered com fo rtab le  seats on 
the  bridge (from  le ft to  right 
s its  the  engineer, 
com m a n d in g  officer, the  
h e lm sm an  or o fficer at 
w a tch  and navigator). These 
p rim e seating  spots are 
h ig h ly  sort a fte r betw een the 
e igh t m em bers o f crew, so 
a fte r an hou r o f d iscuss ing  
the  con tro ls , I vacated m y 
seat so som eone w h o  
ac tu a lly  knew  w h a t to  do 
could s it d ow n . Besides, 
nausea w as ga in ing  a hold 
so I w e n t to  m y rack (bed)

fo r a 'lim a lim a  delta' ( little  lie d ow n ).
N ote; you are on ly  one o f th e  c rew  

w h e n  you stop speak ing  like  a land ­
lubber and s ta rt speak ing  like  a true  
m arine r. The re  is te rm in o log y  fo r a ll the  
va riou s  parts o f the  vessel - so m uch  so 
th a t a phrase book w ou ld  be a good 
op tion  fo r guests. Som e te rm s can be 
w orked  o u t but I am  s till w ond e ring  w h y  
the  to ile t is called the  head. I had 
a lready been show n  m y cab in before 
departu re . It's the  'forw ard  port side', 
said Sam . I found  it - last door on the  
left.

As I w a tched  som e d o lp h in s  feed 
and fro lic  under the  lights o ff th e  a ft on 
m y firs t even ing , I pondered the  lessons 
I had learned in ju s t one day on board: 
do not a tte m p t to en te r the  ga lley if 
fee ling  u n w e ll - the enclosed space 
plays havoc w ith  queasiness; do not 
a tte m p t to sh o w e r w h ile  the  vessel is 
m ov ing  if at a ll possib le - if unavo id ab le , 
m ake it a fast ba lanc ing  act and the  
cap ta in  o f the  heads (the poor ind iv id u a l 
w hose  job  it is to c lean the  to ile ts ) has, 
w hen  rostered, the  w o rs t task on the  
ship.

D uring  m y firs t n ig h t I w as aw are  
th a t Sana, m y room  m ate, w as 
scheduled fo r n igh t w atch  beg inn ing  in 
the  early  hou rs o f the  m orn in g  so I w as 
proud o f h o w  q u ie tly  I retired to m y top 
rack. I d iscovered over the  next ten  days 
th a t a com b in a tio n  o f sheer exha us tion  
and personal p rog ram m ing  m ean t Sana 
could sleep th roug h  a hu rric ane  w ith  the  
lights on and s till w ake  up on tim e  fo r 
her sh ift.

S h ift w o rk  is required on board to

top-. Second in Command Peter Weller (PJ) and Crew Member 
Mel Weitzmann on a tender in the waters that divide 
Australia’s Dauan and Saibai Islands from Sigabadaru, PNG.

bottom: Commanding Officer Derek Be van (right) and Third in 
Command Ray Graham breathe the sea air from the port 
bridge wing of the H er/ey  Bay.
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m a in ta in  a looko u t and to  conduct radar, 
cha rt, nav ig a tion  and vessel checks. 
The re  are tw o  day w atches o f six hou rs 
e ithe r side o f m idday, tw o  th re e -h o u r 
sh ifts  s ta rtin g  a t six in the  even ing  
lead ing up to the  graveyard s h ift, 
m id n ig h t to  three. The  last th re e -h o u r 
s tin t runs un til six in the  m orn ing .

D uring  one n igh t w atch , Sana 
show ed m e how  to  do the  rounds. W e 
fo llow ed  the  path rou tin e ly  w a lked  every 
hou r d u ring  the n ig h t by the  o ffice r on 
w a tch , checking  the  in teg rity  o f bilges 
from  the  fo rw a rd  void to the  t il le r  at the  
stern , m ak in g  sure there  w ere no a la rm s 
or ind ica to rs  s ig na lling  any th in g  w rong  
w ith  the  generators or hyd rau lics in the  
eng ine room . W e peered overboard w ith  
a torch to m ake sure w a te r w as being 
d ischarged. Sana logged ou r 
m ovem ents .

On th e  n ights th a t I did no t jo in  
Sana on s h ift, I genera lly  w oke  a nyw ay  
w hen  her a la rm  w e n t o ff at 2 .1 5 a m ,

th e n  w h e n  she le ft a t 3 a m , then  again 
w h e n  she cam e in a t 6 a m . The  
exc item en t each day kept m e going - 
v is it in g  in te res ting  places and lea rn ing  
new  th ing s  ab ou t th e  vesse l. How ever, 
by th e  end o f th e  tr ip  I w as  exhausted 
and on the  last day I, fo r th e  firs t t im e  
th a t trip , had to  re ly on m y a la rm  to 
w a ke . N o w ond e r the  c rew  need th ree  
w eeks  break to recover.

B reakfast each day w as  w h a te ve r 
you  w ished  - eggs and bacon, cereal 
and yo g h u rt or ju s t coffee and toast. At 
no stage w as I hungry. T h e  crew  
susta ined  a lunch  and d in n e r roster th a t 
kept us a ll ve ry  w e ll fed w ith  a huge 
va rie ty  o f m eals. Each c rew  m em ber 
seem ed also to be a ta le n t in the  galley.

The  firs t tw o  days o f o u r jo u rn e y  
w e re  spent m o to ring  th rou g h  the  Torres 
S tra it to  PNG. By the  th ird  day w e had 
reached ou r d es tin a tion . Over the  
c om in g  days I accom pan ied  the  
C usto m s and police rep resenta tives to 
v illages on the  PNG m a in la n d . These 
v is its  w ou ld  not have been possib le 
w ith o u t the  ass is tance o f th e  crew. W e 
trave lled  every day by tend e r - each 
B ay-c lass vessel has tw o  6 .4 m  
a lu m in iu m  high-speed ready-response 
tenders w ith  tw in  6 7 k w  outboard  m otors 
operated by m em bers o f the  m arine  
crew.

Ray G operated the  tend e r on ou r 
firs t v illag e  v is it and then  accom panied  
us to  shore. He m a in ta in e d  rad io con tac t 
w ith  Ray W, w h o  w as  m a n n in g  the  
tender in ou r absence, ab ou t tides and 
general req u ire m en ts  o f the  
representa tives, and he m a in ta ined  
c o m m u n ic a tio n  w ith  the  Hervey Bay 
a b ou t o u r m ove m en ts . M y firs t tend e r 
ride w a s  th o ro u g h ly  en joyab le ; w e ll 
w o rth  fu ll fa re  had it been a th e m e  park 
ride. H ow ever, opera ting  th e  tenders is 
no t take n  lig h tly  by the  crew . They 
ensured  o u r sa fe ty on board, m a in ta in e d  
the  tende rs  - eng ines, petrol and w ater, 
navigated the  reefs w ith  g lobal 
p os itio n ing  system s th a t th e y  had 
p rogram m ed the  even ing  before, kep t an 
eye on th e  secu rity  o f the  tend e rs  d u rin g  
v is its  and , w h ile  th e  delegates v is ited  
th e  v illages, the  c rew  o ften  stayed on

board the  tenders, w a itin g  fo r hou rs  in 
the  heat, to  m ake  sure the  tenders w ere 
ready fo r th e  tr ip  back to  the  Hervey 
Bay.

L iv ing  on  board n a tu ra lly  m eans the 
crew  can no t be w o rk in g  2 4  hours 
seven days a w eek . Re laxa tion  t im e  is 
necessary, w h e th e r w a tc h in g  a DVD or 
th ro w in g  a fis h in g  line  o ff the  back o f 
the  vessel. H ow ever, t im e  is not w asted  
and the  cam araderie  o f the  crew  w as 
w o n d e rfu l to  see. In one  o f h is breaks, 
Sam  helped Sana w ith  som e rev is ion  in 
p repara tion fo r a test she w ou ld  be 
tak in g  soon. All m em bers o f the  crew  
shared th is  e thos - very  w illin g  to  assist 
th e ir  sh ip m a tes  in sk ills  d eve lopm ent.

Re laxing  on th e  bridge w ith  a 'brew' 
o f coffee one  even ing , I could see the  
g low  o f ligh ts  from  A ustra lia  to m y le ft 
and PNG to  m y right. It w as a w o n d e rfu l 
fee ling  - a w a it in g  the  th r ill o f an 
adven ture  th a t greeted m e each m orn in g  
and the  tra n q u il rocking  on the  ocean 
lu llin g  m e to  sleep each n ight. 'Life as a 
m ariner,' I th o u g h t to m yself, 'th is is the  
life'.

top left: Second in Command Peter Weller 
(PJ) manoeuvres the tender away from the 
duckboard off the rear of the Hervey Bay 
while Crew Member Tony Burke rides as 
support up front, providing passage for Royal 
Papua New Guinea Constabulary Officer 
Kally Pamuan.

above: Inside the Harvey Bay’s engine room, 
or 'office' for Engineer Ray Watson (left), 
Crew Member Sana Mills checks integrity of 
bilges during her shift as designated officer- 
on-watch.

bottom right: Crew Member Sam Summers at 
the helm.


