Geomorphology and the Deadwater Wreck

Background

The fSear ch

The Deadwater Wreck isna 6 u n d i shipwreok,rpeoloably of Dutch origin,
dating from the period 1650 to 1750. | use thedvor6 undi scover ed?©o
was actuallyseen and reportedn by highly credible informant®n numerous

occasionsn the 19" century

The Deadwater is an arm of the Va¥¥ennerup Estuary System, about 10 km east
north east of the resort/retiremdatvn of Busselton in Western Australiabout 230
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km south of Perth.
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t iv & prdeet afdthe aAustralia owithe M&po
Division of the AHS. It was adopted as a project because of its potential in making
Australians aware of their early maritirhestory and heritage. It also has a particular
resonance with hydrography, as | hope will become evident in this presentation.
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! This is a modified form of a presentation giventhe Eastern Australian Region of the Australasian

Hydrographic Societdnnual Symposiunin Sydney on 13 September 2010.
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The first public referencéo what has become known as the Deadwater Wreck
appeared in a Perth newspapbkelnquirer and Commercial News 1856

d-or years past it has been reported that the remains of a Dutch vessel were to be
seen in a portion of the Wonnerup Inlet termed the Dead Water, and some persons
stated they saw the wreiAnon. 1856:3)

Apparently asearch for the wreck triggered the newspaper report, which added that
0t he party r et &kiveryead latein $861lcagapsr OMdind gealogy

of a part of Western Aust Gevlbgical Sacietypai bl i s h e

London revealedurther information about the wreck:

dhe remains of a vessel of considerable tonnage have been discovered in a shallow
estuary near the Vasse Inlet, now quite shut out from the sea, which, from its
appearance | should judge to have been wrecked moretta hundred years ago,
during which time the land appears to have risen two or three[68® O ¢ m] 0
(Gregory 1861:482)

Apart from its apparent age, the situation
the land hadpparentho r i sen twet 6r Wwhseéenfleed a rathert
the account. The informaftr ank Gr egor y 6 s -awepedi lowever,al s ar ¢

he was a surveyowho became amxplorer of some renown, receiving the Royal
Geographical Soci et y 6 andl&er hecochingrabnembigtreofl a | [
the Legislative Coucil in Queensland

Further incidental information was recorded in 1869 in the diary of local settler,

Henry Prinsep, who wrot e, 6saw Reynol ds
the dead water at WonnerggPrinsep 1 May 1869)Then in 1876 docal timber
company f or eman, Thomas Bindl oss, applied

the salvage rights to thBeadwater WrecKBindloss 1876) This triggered further
revelations about the wreck. It would &ap a party had visited the wreck around
1846. This included Worsley Clifton who was in fact now the Receiver of Wrecks. As
a l6yearold it seems he had setire wreckwhile in the company of his brothém-

law George Eliot, the Resident Magistrate of Bury at that timgClifton 1876)

In his reports to the Colonial Secretary, Clifton stated that the wreck was,

Gituated in ... the Dead Water ... to the North of its present mouth about 4J3@rds

m] from the beach and 2 ¥ mil¢3.6 km] from the J&y of the West Australian

Ti mber Canthiha there was@s and hi | | of I ow height
S e 4Clifton 1876)

He went on to say thatitwasc over ed i n Water, Sand and
about fourteen feg#.2 m], @nd that itwas Gevidently ancierit (Clifton 1876)

't woul d ap p8¥6salvage clainddlso lsdstdfrther investigations of the
wreck being carried out. Captaiarchdeacon, leader of an Admiralty hydrographic
survey being conducted in that partWestern Aistralia(Anon 1876:3) and Alfred
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Burt, one of the surveyors, reportedly visite@ threcksite around this time. Burt,

whowent on tobecame the Registrar of Titles and Deeds, recalled years later that one

of the early settlers in the district, JoMcGibbon, had informed hind s o me ol d
timbers still standing in the middle of deep water about half a mile [800 m] from

shore had, when the settlers first arrived in the Vasse, formed part lnfilkhef an

ol d .MbGibpad led Captain Archdeacon and Burttth e &6 my st eri ous ol

(bCC 1910)and i nformed them that demarsofadi ng t o
ol d Dut wla (@Goewan 1929) According to Burt it oOwa
and waterofalanl oc ked pool not f ar oftreefeet{f6d e seaod,

90 cm] above the watero,i matdheé ao@otvapih st wlr &
1929)

Another individual who seem to be well acquainted with the Deadwater Wreck was
Augustus Gregory. He wass surveyor in WA at same the timefas brother Frank,
and he also becansefamous explorer, and later Surv@gneral of Queenslanth

the &6l naugur al Addressd he gave to the fir
Geographical Society of Australasia in 1885 he referred to the DeadWatek,
noting that it was a vessel, 60t he construc

navala r ¢ h i t(GregorywlB8&8). Some years later he added to this, indicating:

Orhis wreck is wholly covered by the tide, and was found by a batherregting on

what he took for the stump of a tree, found that it was the mast of a vessel. Several
articles were recovered from the wreck, and their patterns are similar to Dutch ships
of that periodlate 17'c ent ur y] 6 @G:Glegory 1902

By 1902 Bindle s 8alvage rights to the wreck had lapsed and farmer Joseph
Reynolds, the same person mengidrby Prinsep in 1869, and whose farm was

adjacent to the wreclapplied for and was granted the salvage rights. He admitted in
correspondence to the ColonialcSe et ar y6s Of fi ce that he beer
material from the wreck in the 186(&eynolds 1902) Thereafter all credible

sightings of the wreck ceased.

In summary, based on all the available information, the Deadwater \igreéekieved

to be a Dtch vesselestimated to have been about 30 metres long and dating from the

period 1607 1750(Gerritsen 1995)There ardour Dutch ships that left Cape Town

and disappeared in this period, #eelt(1672), theRidderschap van HollanL694),

Fortuyn(1724) andAagtekerkg1726). Based on size, tEeelt a hookeris the most

likely candidate (Gerritsen 2008%) The referencetthe Deadwater Wreck, such as

@ high sterné and oOobuilt in the olden styl
somehing like this:



Figure 2. Representative Sh{puyfken Replicgd

Regarding the location ahe wreck, informants in all casdar oneconsistently

indicate that it was in the Deadwater, and that there was a low dunal ridge between it
andthesea.Clifon6és account provi d@%mies[B&akmi | y spe«
from the Jetty of theWesternAustralian Timber Compangt Wonnerup (Clifton

1876) Reynolds claim that it was on his land, Susdexcation 11 which

encompassed all of the Deadwatsrgonsistent with thisAccordingly we believe the

Deadwater Wreck is located here:
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Figure 3: Location of Deadwater Wreckreamarked inred)



The O6ramp6é | ocated on the beach in south w
Australian Timber Comgny Jetty used to be, so that the 2 % miles Clifton stated is

measured from theréllowance is made in delineating the Search Area for possible
uncertainties in Cliftonbds estasthadrow and by
flies or along the Deadwat, he meant.

This is theactual location of the Search Area, where we believe the remnants of the
Deadwater Wreck to be

Figure 4: Photo of Deadwater Wreck Search Area

How Did the Wreck Come to be Here

Of course an obvious and very perplexing goesin relation to this site ishow in
the world could a ship end up here? Furthermtnere are couple of puzzling
references to the locationttew ec k, t hat on the surface | us

Firstly Clifton 4tyads[86dn]ftomm the beach , wWw@atken onl y i
goesontosaft her e was a O06sand hill of | ow height

But thenMcGibbon, who led Burt to the wreck, is reputed to have claimed it was in
060deep water about hal f reasBuilater indic8t€d@hatm] f r om
was inl akédnpgool not far from the sea. 0

The centre of the area where we think the remnants of the Deadwater Wreck lies is,
according to my measurements, approximately 185 métreom t he wat er 6 s €
nearbyGeographe BayGeographe Bay has a dynamic shoreline that advances and

then retreats, as a result of storm surges, by up to 200 metres in a cycle that has a
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period of about60 years (Gerritsen 1995:189). But even if one takes this
aggradation and erosionto accounbne cannot reconcile these reports.

So how do we resolvall these apparemonundrums andontradictions? The answer
lies, | believe,in an understanding of the geomorphology of the Deadwater and how
that has changed over time.
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Figure 5: TheDeadwaterand Lower Vass&/onnerup Estuarine System

The Deadwater is a long shallow chantiekekilometres long but only aboud 00
metres wide at its widestt runsfor almost its entire lengthehind a low coastal
barrier dune fringing GeograptBay and is very shallovgurrentlyonly a metre nso
deep at its deepest pof(ftersonal Observation)



Figure 6: Deadwater Wreck Search Area

As can sen in the photoof the search are#here arelow dunesfon left], only a few
metres high, onhie seaward sidef the Deadwaterbut also a high bank on the
landward siddon right], while the water is very shallow heras this iswhere the
mainwater bodycurrentlyterminategforeground]

There is, however, a solid body of evidence that\tase-Wonnerup Outlet and the
Deadwater have changed considerably over time. For exanm@efirst British
explorers in the area, Cmland Preston in 1829, and later Bunbury in 1836,
indicate that the Vasse and Wonnerup Estuaries ltaghlaoutlet(Collie and Preston
1829:1023; Bunbury 1930:99.00) The first survey by H. M. Ommaay in 1838 as
well as the earliest maps of the greach as thene below, from 185Q also show
separate outletabout 1.5 kilometres apart.



Figure 7: Map - 'Landgate 850

Also note, that the Deadwater extended much further north then a8utdily 1870
the separateutlets seento have disappeare@nd the original Wonnerup Estuary
outlet is now the approximate location for the current joint o@édnnerup Inlet)
with the more southerly outlet blocked.

But | would contend that other significant changes have occurred, and that there was
formerly a northern outlet priootBritish colonisation which had been at one titme

main outlet for the estuary systeiirhe Deadwater is in faca relict northern outlet.

And it was through this northern outlet that the Deadwater Wreck sailed before
becoming strandedlraces of this feature are still evident, as can be sedhis
Google Earth image



Image ©:2008 DigitalGlobe
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Figure 8. Northern Pat of Deadwater
(Google Earth" mapping servicés

There are severgrounds for this contention. Thiegank, about two metres high,
forming the Deadwaterodés inland side, curve
This cuve can be seen i@Boogle Earth imge if one follows the line of Forrest Beach
Road which sits atop the bankHistorical, geomorphological and cartographic
evidence also indicates the water in the Deadwater was much deeper and extended
further north in the past. Surveyor Ommanney repareti838 that the Badwater

had o6very (WAS 830mmanayeettels:75),and the 1850 map (and other
early maps)shows the water extending almost as far as the northern end of the
Deadwater. The inland ridge, made of an admixture of limestone, sahtbam

shows undercutting at levels a metre or two above the present waterAeveg
northern outlet the dunal ridge on the seaward side of the Deadwater is much lower
than further south as can be seen in this photos of what | comandhe former
northern outlet
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Figure 9: The6 Nor t hern Outl et 6

The resultant scenario suggests the northern outlet formed the main outlet for at least
the Wonnerup Estuary in the past, that the ship sailed into the Deadwater through this
outlet, and then grounded the area the wreck has been reported, where it was
abandonedWith the blocking of the northern outlet, the Deadwater slowly began to
silt up and retreatBut the water level was still high, as attested by Ommamthe

early days of British settlement the district This is probably what made the wreck

di fficult to find in earlier days, as indi
first found. It may have only been visible when water levels were low, and this only
occurred when a lengthy drpall and low tides combined. A series of drainage and
flood control measuresindertaken since the 1920s, such as the floodgates at
Lockeville and Wonnerufestuary Outletappear to have also significantly affected

the Deadwater, and this is what has prityded to water levels falling and retreating

to their present configuration, with a commensurate increase in siltation

The oOnorthern outletd scenari o and the ph
resolve a couple of the apparent contradictionschotee ar | i er . Mc Gi bbonéd
comments, that the wreck was in 6deep wat e
meaning when it is realised that he livedt north of the northern outlet, with his
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