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Chairman’s Annual Report for 2016 

There is a special date to remember – On January 18th 1968; ‘Polly Woodside’ was handed over to 
the National Trust (Victoria) ‘by means of a bill of sale for one cent’ by Howard Smith Industries Pty. 
Ltd. 

Hence 2018 is the 50th Anniversary of Polly Woodside’s acquisition by the National Trust (Victoria) 

2016 has been a year of positive accomplishments, with work commencing on the topmasts and 
rigging, while we the volunteers, continue to strive to bring the ship back to her former glory. 

Our numbers are growing.  There are up to fifteen of us getting around the table on Tuesdays so we 

could be using two tables soon for lunch. The growing numbers being, Don Knowles, Roger Wilson, 

Richard Barber, Campbell McCullough coming down by train from Bendigo, John Maxwell, Peter 

Allen, Todd Gardiner, John Slattery and our newest member D’Arcy Wells. Also Simon with Ash his 

Carer, who are doing a great job overhauling the sheave blocks, Ash Green who divides her time 

between Polly and the Old Melbourne Gaol, week about, as well as Wayne and Damien Bette, who 

come down whenever their sea time allows them to.   It is great that our numbers are swelling, but 

with the work that is about to commence on Polly we could do with even more, so if you are looking 

for something to do to on a Tuesday, ‘come on down’. 

Maintenance Co-ordinator: Ferdi Darley, has settled in well - I cannot recall how long it has been 

since we have had such a variety of different jobs on the go, from sheave blocks to servicing the 

footropes and stirrups from the foremast yards – with promises of more to come.  

The volunteers are really enjoying learning new skills under Ferdie’s watchful eye. 

PWVA Committee: 

Chairman: Neil Thomas, thomclan1@bigpond.com 9802 4608 

Hon.Secretary: Jenny Hunter. 9690 3669, jmdhunter39@gmail.com 

Hon Treasurer and Wave Editor:  John Wroe, jacwroe@bigpond.net.au, 9531 5626  

Other Committee Members:   Don Knowles, 9877 1584; Neville Keown, 9877 9234;  

Roger Wilson. 

DISCLAIMER: Please be aware that statements, opinions & comments made by 

contributors to this journal are not necessarily those of the PWVA Committee and/or 

its Members. 

 

mailto:thomclan1@bigpond.com
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The ship: A temporary workspace has been erected in the hull at the level of the ballast. This has 
been achieved by laying timber beams across the ballast below the main hatch and forming a floor 
using a composite flooring sheet commonly used in housing construction. 
Standing and running rigging from the Main and Mizzen masts is being overhauled by stringing the 
topping lifts, vangs, etc. between the handrails that run down the walkways each side of the ship.  
Stripping deteriorated servings from the cables, cleaning corrosion and contamination and then 
tarring, parcelling and re-serving the splices and in some cases the full length of the respective cables 
is undertaken.  
 
On Tuesday 20th September, during the school holidays, the volunteers were asked to come in 
specially as the Minister for Planning, Richard Wynne, would be making an important announcement 
on-board Polly Woodside at 9am.  Other dignitaries attending were the Chairperson of the National 
Trust Kristin Stegley, with senior members of the Board, C.E.O Simon Ambrose, Paul Roser, Ferdi and 
Sam Tait while a GTV9 crew consisting of a reporter and a cameraman arrived later.  

After speeches by various members, and a tour around the ship, Richard Wynne the Minister for 

Planning announced that the State Government were giving a grant to Polly of $500,000 for 

restoration and maintenance work on masts, spars and rigging.  This would involve bringing down all 

the yards, top-masts, t’gallant masts, and all the standing and running rigging.  Lower masts were 

also to be removed, and tested to confirm they are still sound, however Ferdie persuaded the Trust 

to remove sufficient deck wedges and concrete from around the lower masts where they are 

positioned on the keelson to allow for the testing. This was done and the lower masts were found to 

be sound, therefore not requiring removal.  At this time it had also been decided to bring all the gear 

down from aloft, however it has since been agreed to service one mast at a time.  A crane would be 

used to remove those masts, and yards, which cannot be safely brought down manually, then to be 

distributed around the dock area, and placed under cover to be worked on. 

We would like to give a special thank you to the corporate volunteers from Exxon Mobil who recently 
visited us and sanded and oiled sections of the pinrails. 
 
Also a very special thanks to Samantha Tait and Ferdie for the work and organising they do behind 
the scenes, and I am sure we would not have had the grant, if it had not been for them. 
 
Roger Wilson manufactured the platforms that are now being used in renewing the ratlines, with 

great success. 

We must have done the right thing this year because this must be the longest ship report I’ve done. 
 

Management is changing again.  Just when we are really appreciating Ben Pocock, we find he has 

been ‘headhunted’ by an offer too good to refuse.  Good luck Ben – all the very best and we will miss 

you.    His replacement is Shara Canzano, who has been Site Supervisor at Polly since it reopened to 

the public in 2010. so she knows the operations of the site very well and has sound knowledge of the 

ship (with the help of the Tuesday volunteers over the last 6 years). She is excited to fill Ben's shoes 

and is looking forward to working more with us in the future.  

The Signal Mast is looking great, though still has not had a single flag flown from it. 
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‘The Volunteer Plaques Memorial Board’: Work on the Memorial Plaques board has had to be put 

aside with a good two-thirds of the plaques fitted, due to the new work.  However we have received 

seven new plaques, and hope to fit them soon.  A new idea has been suggested by Roger to frame 

the board with rope containing fancy knots. A very nice nautical touch! 

On completion, the memorial will be placed in the ‘Ship Restoration’ display area of the Interpretive 

Centre, where we will organise a ‘Rededication Ceremony’ after its installation. 

 

The Pump House: The periodic working bees at the Pump House have continued. Tasks have included 

the monitoring of water levels in some of the pipework, to determine degrees of water ingress. 

Further cleaning and painting has occurred, including portions of the cast engine columns. The engine 

flywheel cover has been unbolted and some initial cleaning done, prior to further cleaning and 

repainting in the near future.   They are still waiting for the replacement of the defunct electric sump 

pump in the West Sump.   

Thanks Derek – all improvements in the Pump House are thanks to you. 
 
A surprise visitor to the Pump House on the 29th November was Shaunagh Darroch, niece of the early 

PWVA volunteer Vin Darroch, who researched the books "Polly Woodside (Rona)" and "Ön the 

Coast". Shaunagh was attending a conference at the Convention Centre and was pleased to be able 

to visit the Pump House during a break. She mentioned that she enjoyed attending a number of 

PWVA functions, in the past, with her late uncle.   

 
 
The committee:    As there are only five members of the committee – losing our Vice Chairman last 
year, and Neville Keown who has retired, two new members would be warmly welcomed. 

Finally, I would like to give special thanks to these dedicated people, without whom we couldn’t have 
progressed as far as we have:-  

Ralph McDonell, Vice Chairman, who we lost last year. 

John Wroe, Treasurer, I fall back on him more and more, and he never hesitates to give his support. 

Jenny Hunter, Secretary, efficient, dedicated and doesn’t hesitate to pull us back in line when we 
meander off course, and I feel she also keeps us on our toes. 

Roger Wilson, always there with practical advice and negotiation skills. His seaman’s knowledge and 
expertise are invaluable,  

Don Knowles – whose expertise in woodworking and ability to organise jobs, is a great asset to the 
maintenance and restoration of the ship. 

Also, you the members of the PWVA for your continuing support. 

Unfortunately again, I have to finish on a sad note.   In 2016, Our numbers have thinned again. 
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We lost:  
 
Ralph McDonell, Ralph served with the Alma Doepel as a director of Sail and Adventure Ltd, the ship’s 
owner and also as President of the Alma Doepel Supporters Club for nearly 20 years, and produced 
their newsletter as well for a period of time.   He joined the Polly Woodside Volunteers Association 
in 1990, and was Chairman for 13 years from 1997 to 2010. He worked tirelessly for the PWVA, the 
ship and the late Melbourne Maritime Museum.  
 
Jean Barry, A member since 1983 she was a fierce and passionate campaigner for the PWVA, and 
became an ‘Honorary Life Member’ in 2005.    Jean served on the committee for a number of years 
both as Secretary and Editor of Wave 
 
Please forgive me if there is someone I have missed.  
 
Our thoughts and prayers go out to their family members. 
 
Thank you. 
 
The ship comes first. 
 
STOP PRESS 
 
Things are happening at Polly – as of 24th February 2017 the following yards are down for 
maintenance and possible refurbishment:- 
 
Fore Royal, Main Royal and Main T’gallant. 
 
With more to follow. 
 
See attached photos. 
 
 
Article and photos by Neil Thomas - Chairman 
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Most of the yards are in good 

condition, as are the volunteers. 
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Recent Tasks Underway on site 

                                                      

As a result of the grant from the State Government, a crane has recently been on site to enable the 
removal of the royal t'gallant and upper topsail yards from both the main and fore masts. They are 
now located on the wharf area on both sides of the dock. They appear to be in reasonably good 
condition except for the fore t’gallant yard which needed to be supported by a steel beam before 
lowering to the deck due to serious decay. It is not repairable and needs to be completely replaced.  
 
The associated standing and running rigging is also being brought down from aloft to enable 
restoration to take place in the temporary workspace in the hold as well as the workshop.  A 
number of the blocks from both aloft and deck level will need to have the timber parts [i.e. cheeks 
and swallows] rebuilt. 
 
The main upper topmast which was to be brought down could not be removed as it was held fast in 
its mounting. 
 
As reported in previous edition of Wave, the lower masts fastening points were exposed to enable 
inspection to take place. They were found to be in good condition and as a result will not need to 
be removed. 
 

Don Knowles 
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Our Volunteers 

Roger Wilson, Polly Woodside 

The other day I was doing something that reminded me that it is 70 years now since I joined my first 
merchant ship. I was 16, but some of the things about that time I can remember like it was yesterday. 
I can remember some of the people that were in the crew; in my mind’s eye I can see their faces, and 
one of the good things in my experience was that in 1946, early after the Second World War, there 
were still literally thousands of really old seamen – 60, 70 and even 80 years of age – so I learnt how 
to do all this sewing with canvas, doing fancy knots. The skills that my generation of seafarers used 
were those learnt from sailing ship seaman. 

My association with the Polly Woodside goes back to when they first started restoring the ship. In 
those early years I worked as an elected official of the then Seamen’s Union, which is now part of the 
Maritime Union, and at the same time we were getting the introduction of roll-on/roll-off ships and 
ways of handling cargo which were – in the skill set needed – less skillful jobs. Lots of seamen came 
in to complain to me about how they felt they were becoming deskilled, and describing the alienation 
they were beginning to feel with this decline in the necessary skills required. So I said, well why don’t 
you go down and help Tor [Lindqvest] restore the Polly Woodside? So I managed to get these guys 
to come in on their leave, and the rebuilding of the ship was going on seven days a week and there 
was a core of about two- or three-hundred people. 

I’ve been coming here since I stopped paid work in the late 1980s. We’ve now got in charge a highly 
qualified shipwright, Ferdi [Ferdinand Darley]. He’s an experienced shipwright, and he’s not just a 
shore shipwright-he was at sea for ten or twelve years. So, like me, at the risk of appearing immodest, 
he’s a real seafarer. If you have a chance, go into the ship and look into the after accommodation, 
because you’ll see the absolutely superb work done under the leadership of this shipwright. It’s just 
wonderful. He asks me , and I show him, how to do some of the old things. 
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My approach to Polly Woodside is that we have to be constantly asking ourselves, and this includes 
the leadership of the Trust, what will this ship look like in 50 years’ time? The gang of volunteers that 
comes here now, they bring a wide community work experience to the job. We’ve got people who 
were fitters and turners; people who ran international NGOs; we’ve got people that worked in the 
SEC [State Electricity Commission]. We’ve got a really good crowd of people, and now we’ve got 
about four or five younger people. So that for me says, ok, in 50 years’ time, if we can pass on all the 
skills of the older people here, this ship will look as it should look-shipshape. And for me-I’m in my 
87th year-I’ll keep coming here as long as I can. 

This article about Roger Wilson is from ‘National Trust Victoria’ magazine. 

Photograph by Jessica Hood. 
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The fore t’gallant yard showing a severe 

case of rot around a scarfed section. 

Needless to say, the yard will have to be 

replaced. 
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‘Figureheads’ 

From ‘The Dog Watch No. 38 1981. 

 

Extract from an address given by the late Captain G. Heyen, Master of the Polly 

Woodside, on the unveiling of the new figurehead of the Polly Woodside. 

December 1980. 

“. . . This is a great day for Polly Woodside and all old sailormen – it is her 95th birthday and Figurehead 

day; the ship and her figurehead are reunited after a span of 60 years. 

“I derived much pleasure from designing the new prow and preparing early sketches of the 
figurehead.  But strangely enough, by a peculiar set of circumstances, I have yet to see the carving.  
However, I am assured that it a beautiful example of the wood carver’s art.  And when it is unveiled 
I am sure that you will all agree that the superb carving by Mr. Hans Knorr fully complements the 
beauty of our barque.  Were the original Polly Woodside here present she would be delighted with 
her carven likeness. 

“Figureheads meant much to the old shellbacks who, who despite their toughness and gruffness, all 
had a streak of sentiment, and the hand told off to touch up a figurehead considered himself 
privileged. 

“I heard of an old sailor who did this so well that he fell in love with his handiwork – and rigged a 
hammock under the bowsprit so he could sleep with his lady love. 

“Figureheads come in all shapes and sizes.  They were usually fashioned to suit the ship’s name – 
Polly Woodside was the wife of the original ship-owner.  Others that are famous include Cutty Sark’s 
Nanny, the Leonidas of Thermopylae, the Knight of Sir Lancelot, Cimba’s Lion of Scotland, and the 
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flying horse Pegasus.  Princesses and Duchesses were numerous and I heard of one ship that had a 
portly top-hatted gentleman at her prow. 

“One was notorious – the schooner Devil had a blood-red likeness of his Satanic Majesty, cloven 
hoofs, horns and all – but it was an ill-starred choice.  She was continually plagued by accidents and 
trouble, and shunned by superstitious seamen. 

“During the past few years I have often been asked about the adornment of figureheads.  From the 
Tudor period to the Clipper era, they were elaborate, ornate, and usually gilded or painted, but after 
that they were decorated according to nationality. 

“Traditionally, in ships of Northern nations, they were painted pure white, with some gold leaf 
trimmings, and supported by gold scrollwork, but the Latin races gloried in multi-coloured effigies. 

“The early clippers under the Stars and Stripes had magnificent figureheads, but later, the hard-
headed Down Easters’ owners begrudged adornment and any expenditure that did not earn profits; 
so the latter-day American built ships had plain billet heads, or at the most, carved and gilded trail 
boards or stem heads. 

“For Polly, we have adopted the pure white of tradition, and what better precedent could we have 
than the words of the great Joseph Conrad, who in his book, “Mirror of the Sea”, describes the 
magnificent wool and passenger clippers berthed in the London River, 

‘. . . and their white and gold figureheads, almost dazzling in their purity, overhung the quay.’ 

“And for good measure, we can add what Basil Lubbock wrote, of ‘lean knife-like cutwaters, 
surmounted by spotless figureheads’. 

“Now that our figurehead is in position, I am happy – For sixteen years I have been in love with Polly, 
and now I shall love her figurehead; may it grace the prow of our beautiful barque for many years to 
come. 

 

 

 

 

 

YOUR 2017 PWVA SUBSCRIPTIONS ARE DUE. 

PLEASE FORWARD YOUR $20 MADE PAYABLE TO 

PWVA TO:  

John Wroe, 38 Addison Street, Elwood, Vic 3184. 


