

CHAPTER 1

 A DEAL TOO GOOD TO MISS

‘Have you seen this?’

Turning to her colleague, Tanya Stoddart, travel agent Debra le Riche held up a telefax from TFC Tours which had been circulated in-house at Rennies Travel in Port Elizabeth. The heading read ‘Opportunity to Cruise’ and contained a special offer for travel agents to take a trip on the Oceanos from East London to Durban at a hugely discounted rate. It was mid-July 1991 and the Greek cruise liner had started plying her trade in southern African waters the previous month.

‘Are you keen?’

Tanya took the memo and carefully read through it. ‘Wow! Let me talk to my hubby, but I’m in.’

That evening Debra mentioned it to her family around the dinner table. Her two children, 8-year-old Raymond and 5-year-old Megan, were raring to go. Her husband, René, responded in more measured tones. ‘How much is this going to cost?’

‘R200 per person,’ replied Debra. ‘This offer is just too good to miss. It will be the experience of a lifetime for all of us.’

And with that, the decision was made.

A number of Debra’s colleagues had seen the same memo, and eventually the Le Riche family and four other couples decided to hire a Kombi to drive the three-odd hours to East London and join the ship there. The plan was that they would sail overnight to Durban and then fly back home to Port Elizabeth.


Johan Venter* was bored – with his job as the managing director of a successful luxury-car dealership in Port Elizabeth, with his wife, with his life.

‘Janet!’ he called out to his PA of three years.

Janet Harrison*, a platinum-blonde forty-something divorcee and career secretary, came tottering in on her cork-wedge heels.

‘Yes, Johannie?’ She came over to his desk and her scent wafted over him.

‘Janet, Piet* tells me that there’s a special deal for a trip on a ship called Oceanos from East London to Durban in two weeks’ time.’

‘Yes?’ She waited for him to continue.

‘What do you think about coming on a cruise and spending a couple of days in Durban?’

‘You want me to come?’ Janet was not entirely sure of what was being offered. ‘You’ve got a wife. What are you going to tell her? And why do you think I’d want to come with you anyway?’

‘Ag, Janet. We’ve known each other for long enough. It’s time we stopped playing games. We both know what we want and here’s a perfect opportunity. Jy weet ek is lus vir jou [You know I want you],’ he growled, lapsing into Afrikaans, his mother tongue, to express his true intentions.

‘You can’t just spring this on me,’ Janet said, without much conviction. ‘I need to think about it …’ Her mind was in turmoil. Sure, she was half in love with her boss, seduced by his power and success, but she was also torn by the inappropriateness of a looming affair with another woman’s husband.

Johan Venter rarely took ‘no’ for an answer. ‘Well, don’t think too long,’ he said, gruffly. ‘I might withdraw the offer. When you’ve thought about it, go and book for you, me, Piet and Mary-Anne*. You can book a couple of nights in Durban for after we get there.’ Piet Mynhardt was the floor manager at the dealership and a good friend of Johan; Mary-Anne Cummins worked in the accounts department, and she and Piet had been having an affair for a while.
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‘You still haven’t said how you’re going to deal with this at home,’ Janet said, weakening. Johan was not an unappealing man: a little overweight but tanned and with the chiselled jaw and strong features of the Afrikaner stock from which he came, he was generally not a bad package for a single mom with a routine life. And he had money, which was never a bad thing.

‘I’ll tell Marlize* that I’m going to a conference in the Eastern Transvaal. She’s never interested in what I do and she’ll believe that.’

‘Is Piet alright with this? Has he sorted it out with his wife?’ Janet asked.

‘Ja. He’s going to the same conference.’ Johan laughed at his joke. ‘You can book as Mr and Mrs Venter and Mr and Mrs Mynhardt.’

In Durban, South African Airways (SAA) employee Michael O’Mahoney was on a five-minute break when a colleague casually tossed a brochure from travel company TFC Tours across the desk.

‘We’re thinking of going on a cruise this year,’ he said. ‘There are some pretty good deals here. You should consider it too.’

When Michael started thumbing through the brochure, his eye was caught by an overnight cruise from East London to Durban. His wife, Yvette, had been all-consumed for the past three months with the role of mother to a newborn baby girl, Meghann. He was sure she would appreciate the break, or at least the change of scenery.

‘That sounds so good,’ Yvette said when he asked whether she would like to go. Neither of them had cruised before. ‘Why don’t we ask the Shaws if they want to join us?’ she added.

Michael called their friends, Neal and Robyn Shaw, and the deal was struck. The Shaws decided to bring their daughter Kirsten with them, but to leave their infant child with Robyn’s mother. Michael and Yvette brought along their 4-year-old son, Liam, a great friend of Kirsten Shaw, and their infant Meghann.

As an SAA employee, Michael could both cruise with TFC at discounted rates and fly cheaply to East London, so the trip represented a good value-for-money weekend break for the family.


A few days later, Michael was watching television one evening. ‘What are you watching?’ asked Yvette as she walked into the sitting room.

‘A documentary about the Titanic,’ replied Michael, without looking up.

‘Well, you’re tempting fate watching that before we go on our trip,’ declared Yvette.

‘I’m not superstitious,’ said Michael. ‘It’s just a TV programme  – nothing will go wrong.’

---

The Oceanos was named after the Greek god of the seas. She was a 153-metre ship with a 7-metre draught (the vertical distance between the waterline and the hull, and the minimum depth of water a vessel can safely navigate), refurbished to carry 516 passengers and about 200 crew.

Originally built in France as a general cargo vessel and launched in July 1952 as the Jean Laborde, she was used on the Marseilles–Madagascar–Mauritius cargo service. She underwent several name and ownership changes and in 1976 was registered in Piraeus, Greece under the name Oceanos.

The ship was converted in 1983 to carry passengers. Despite her Byzantine décor and other modernisations, given her origins, she was arguably not a model of passenger-ship aesthetics or design.

She had a number of decks, all named after Greek gods and goddesses. These were, from topmost to lowest, Jupiter, Apollo, Venus, Dionysos, Poseidon and Nereus.

The Jupiter deck housed the Old Athens Bar, the Odysseus lounge, the casino, the disco and the swimming pool. On the Apollo deck, immediately below, were the Adonis beauty salon, a sauna, passenger accommodation and the Four Seasons lounge. The Venus deck was largely for passenger accommodation, but included a shop and the purser’s office. Dionysos accommodated a dining room, a hospital and more passengers. The Poseidon and Nereus decks accommodated crew.

Beneath the crew decks were the bowels of the ship, including the engine room, the auxiliary (generator) room and other machinery such as the propeller shafts, which ran from the ship’s huge engines to and out of the stern, where they turned the giant propellers.

The company that owned the Oceanos, Epirotiki Lines SA, had originally carried passengers and cargo along the river Danube in Europe. In the early 1900s, Epirotiki moved its headquarters to the Greek harbour city of Piraeus, where it continued its operations on Akti Miaouli, the main street of this powerful shipping hub and a must-have address for any serious Greek shipowner.

After the Second World War, Epirotiki narrowed its focus to the cruise industry, operating principally in the Aegean Sea and the Mediterranean, and later extending its operations to the Caribbean. It continued to expand its passenger fleet until, by the 1970s, Epirotiki was the largest cruise-ship business in Greece, with in excess of 20 ships in the fleet. The company later diversified its operations into cargo, adding dry bulk carriers and oil tankers to its fleet.

Epirotiki had suffered two major casualties, in 1988 and 1991, with the loss of the cruise ships Pegasus and Jupiter. The Jupiter was struck by an Italian freighter in the Piraeus harbour in 1988 and sank with the loss of two lives out of the 580 passengers and crew on board. The Pegasus, which had been the flagship of the fleet, suffered a minor explosion and then a fire while berthed in the Venice harbour, resulting in the evacuation of the ship. Italian firemen, fearing another explosion, which might have damaged the city, ordered the flooding of the vessel, which subsequently sank at her moorings.

In 1988 the Oceanos completed a successful cruise season in South Africa. She returned three years later when she was taken on an eight-month charter by South African company TFC Tours, a family-run business founded in the 1950s by John Foggitt, a legend in the travel industry. Foggitt pioneered a number of local travel-industry firsts, including the first flights and tours to a number of destinations previously difficult to access for South Africans, such as Bangkok, Istanbul, the Far East and Seychelles. He also started the South African cruise industry, eventually growing TFC Tours into the largest travel firm in the country.


The company later changed its name to Starlight Cruises, after which it was acquired by MSC Cruises SA of Geneva.

When TFC Tours launched their cruise business, they would typically charter a ship for the six-week cruise season that started in mid-December and ran through to late January. However, the Oceanos was different. She was chartered in mid-June 1991 for a cruise season that would run for eight months, until the following January, sailing up and down the South African east and south coasts and to and from the Indian Ocean islands of Réunion, Mauritius, Bazaruto and Comoros.

This was a big commitment for the company  – in fact, the longest charter they had ever undertaken. There was huge excitement and enthusiasm for this project, accompanied by a massive sales-and-marketing drive. Thousands of brochures were distributed around the country, and all TFC staff were required to cruise on the ship at least once and learn everything there was to know about cruising generally and the ship in particular.

At that time, Lou Tolken was the TFC manager in Durban. She sent all of her staff on the ship as soon as possible after the vessel came on charter, leaving herself to be the last in the office to cruise. She booked herself and her husband, Ernie, and assistant Louise van den Berg onto the ship for late July.

In 1991, the Oceanos was under the command of Captain Yiannis Avranas, a Greek ship’s master (captain) with 30 years’ experience at sea, 20 as a ship’s officer. He had a crew of about 200 sailors serving under him, principally Greeks and Filipinos, with the officers and senior crew for the most part being Greek.

On the vessel’s arrival in South Africa at the beginning of the 1991 cruising season, a journalist reporting for the South African edition of Travel Times had an opportunity to interview Captain Avranas. In answer to one of her questions about what would happen if the ship were to sink, the captain joked: ‘I will be on the first lifeboat off the ship!’
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Musician Christopher ‘Moss’ Hills and his wife, Tracy, joined the Oceanos in Durban for a seven-month tour when she was taken on charter by TFC Tours in June 1991, along with a group of other musicians and entertainers, all employed by TFC Tours. Moss and Tracy performed as the musical duo Crosstalk, with Moss principally on vocals and playing lead and rhythm guitar and Tracy on the bass guitar and doing backup vocals. Before joining the team on the Oceanos they had worked on a number of relatively small cruise ships, such as the Harmony, the Rhapsody and the Achille Lauro.



[image: Musician Moss Hills on the deck of the Oceanos]
Musician Moss Hills on the deck of the Oceanos



Their colleagues on the Oceanos included the Green Dolphin Showband Trio from Cape Town, jazz singer Tina Schouw, magician Julian Russell and the dazzling dancer Kevin Ellis. They were accompanied by comedian and singer Terry Lester, as well as Tony Shielder, Tom Hine and Terry Fortune – all household names in the entertainment industry at the time.

Then there was Alvon Collison, who became famous for his award-winning performance as Pharoah in the 3 000-performance run of the 1974 musical Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat.

Another particularly well-known entertainer on board was Marah Louw, who would later go on to become a soapie star. She started singing with a senior choir at the age of ten and later toured the world with musical shows; she performed for Queen Elizabeth in 1975 and at the Mandela Concert at Wembley Stadium in 1988.
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Magician and comedian Robin Boltman,1 whose lifelong ambition to become a magician was matched only by his hankering to go to sea, supported what began as a hobby by earning money as a banker. He was eventually noticed, while doing one of his moonlight magician gigs at a club in Cape Town, by a senior executive at Safmarine, the national shipping carrier of South Africa in the 1980s. He was asked to join the Safmarine passenger flagship, the Astor, on which he did a lengthy spell of duty and later worked on the Achille Lauro. In 1991, Robin joined the Oceanos at the Seychelles port of Mahé and sailed to Durban with his good friends, Tom Hine, Terry Lester and Alvon Collison.

In addition to the group of entertainers, TFC Tours had another 15 to 20 staff members to assist in all aspects of the tour and passenger administration and entertainment, including the able and experienced TFC representative Lorraine Betts.

---

‘This ship is unseaworthy. It’s the worst ship I’ve ever sailed on. It rolls around like a whore, the curtains in this cabin are torn, the décor is scruffy, we have this damn coffee-vending machine outside our cabin, the lifeboat fittings are rusty … It’s a mess!’

David Gordon was having a sense-of-humour failure, and it was only the first day of a 12-day cruise on board the Oceanos. A leading senior advocate at the Durban Bar, with a speciality in maritime law, he was a veteran cruise-ship passenger and knew that the way this vessel was rolling on relatively calm seas was unusual for a passenger ship.

David had booked the Indian Ocean islands cruise package for himself and his wife, Anne, through TFC Tours. They departed from Durban in mid-June and, once aboard, he re-engaged his interest in cruise ships, wandering around the ship and filming everything he could see with his video camera, including lifeboats and safety equipment – and finding very little to his satisfaction.

As valid as David’s complaints may have been – he also did not like the food – it was unlikely that the vessel was unseaworthy, as it had been allowed into South African waters on a long-term charter carrying the highest Lloyd’s Register classification standard, 100A1. (All ships need to be classified as seaworthy, that is, safe, before they are permitted to sail. Lloyd’s Register of London is one of about 50 classification societies in the world and is one of the most credible. These societies have a classification system that attributes numbers and letters to ships depending on their state of seaworthiness.) In addition, TFC Tours would almost certainly also have had the ship surveyed for seaworthiness when she came on hire under the charter, and the South African Department of Transport is unlikely to have allowed a passenger ship to ply South African waters over a long period without official assurance that the vessel was seaworthy.

For David and Anne the voyage proceeded uneventfully, if somewhat uncomfortably, until the ship reached Réunion. As the ship sailed from the harbour, David and a colleague were standing on the port side of the vessel, with David filming the ship’s departure. Suddenly, his colleague exclaimed: ‘We’ve just touched the bottom!’

David pointed his camera downwards, towards the water, as the ship exited the harbour at the end of the concrete breakwater. Mud and sand could clearly be seen, churning up close to the vessel’s port-side hull.

That evening David and Anne dined at the captain’s table, something of a privilege on a passenger ship. The captain, a typically Mediterranean-looking man with good-looking, if somewhat heavy features, thick, black curly and slightly greying hair, high cheekbones and thick eyebrows, dominated the conversation. During the dinner, David asked Captain Avranas: ‘Did we hit the bottom when we sailed out of Réunion harbour?’

The captain replied in his thick Greek accent: ‘It was nothing. We touch an underwater buoy.’

‘Why would there be a buoy underwater? Is it for the Réunion submarine fleet?’ David asked facetiously. ‘Surely the vessel touched the ocean floor?’ He was not letting this one go.

‘It’s nothing,’ said Avranas. ‘I know what I’m talking about. It was buoy. You doubt me.’

Avranas’s arrogance cut short the conversation, and the dinner continued uneasily.


Notes

* Pseudonym

1 Robin Boltman was the acting cruise director for this Oceanos voyage, to allow TFC representative Lorraine Betts, who usually served as cruise director, to plan the next trip (to Madagascar).






CHAPTER 2

 ALL ABOARD

The official cruise schedule of the Oceanos advertised voyages from Durban to Cape Town and back, with a stop in Port Elizabeth on the return leg, departing in the latter part of July. This particular voyage, however, which departed from Durban on 28 July, would call in at East London instead of Port Elizabeth on the return leg, where passengers could enjoy two nights ashore before completing the voyage to Durban. The reason for this diversion was that an East London businessman had chartered the ship for his daughter’s wedding for two days.

From Durban, the ship had sailed south to Cape Town, where she discharged a few passengers and collected some new ones. She then set sail again, in huge seas, on 31 July for her voyage around Cape Point and up the south and east coasts. The ship was guided out of the harbour by the pilot, a skilled mariner employed by the port authority and whose job it is to guide ships in and out of the port.

A pilot boards each vessel from a helicopter or a small launch (known as a pilot boat) when the ship is approaching the harbour mouth, then steer the ship, or give steering instructions to a helmsman, as well as generally directs the speed of the ship. The pilot accompanies the ship most, if not all, of the way to the ship’s berth.

When the ship departs from its berth, the pilot again accompanies the ship and directs her navigation until she has exited the harbour, usually up to or just beyond the breakwater wall, but sometimes further if there is a long channel out of the port. The pilot then disembarks by launch or helicopter.


The pilot uses his local knowledge of water depths, channels, currents, weather and anything else that might affect the ship’s course to direct the master as to which course to steer and how to avoid calamity. Importantly, he is required to direct the ship towards and into the middle of the entrance channel to the port. Almost without exception, every port has a marked channel that is deep enough (through dredging or the action of underwater currents) for ships to navigate safely without touching the bottom. Channels, which can be relatively short but in some ports run for many miles, are marked with red buoys on the ship’s port (left) side and green buoys on the ship’s starboard (right) side.

Disembarkation of the pilot usually takes only a few minutes, but can be hazardous, especially in heavy seas, as the pilot boat travels at the same speed as and closely parallel to the ship and the pilot has to climb onto or off a ladder hanging down the side of the ship.

When the Oceanos sailed from the Cape Town harbour on Wednesday 31 July, the ship was shadowed by the pilot boat, as is usually the custom. (Although pilot boats are still often used, some ports now embark and disembark pilots by helicopter.) However, once outside the harbour, the swell was so huge that it became too dangerous for the pilot to climb down the ladder and hop onto the launch. The pilot boat was surging up and down against the hull of the Oceanos, frequently squashing the rubber fenders hanging off the pilot boat against the bigger vessel and almost making contact with its charge; if the pilot braved the ladder, there was a real risk that he could be crushed against the ship.

The Oceanos eventually had to turn broadside to the wind to create a lee in which the pilot boat could position herself without fear of smashing the boat and crushing the pilot. Finally, an hour later, the pilot managed to land safely on the deck of the boat.

This was to be the pattern of weather for the next two days as the Oceanos made her way northeast towards her next stop in East London, as well as during her sojourn there.
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Linith Sahd was a teacher at a school in East London and a bride-in-waiting. Her father, Winston Sahd, was a wealthy businessman who had made his fortune in the furniture and interior décor trade and wanted a grand wedding for his eldest daughter.

Sahd commissioned Mercia Schultz, travel manager of Rennies Travel in East London, to charter a ship for a wedding ceremony out at sea. As an add-on, Sahd wanted to host a party on board for his business associates and son-in-law elect.

On Sahd’s instructions, Mercia arranged that the vessel, the Oceanos, would call at East London rather than the originally scheduled Port Elizabeth. The plan was that, while the vessel was in East London, TFC Tours would arrange for all the passengers to stay in hotels ashore for two nights, while Sahd, his family and friends of the bride and groom took the ship on charter. The TFC entertainers were to stay on board and entertain the bridal couple and guests throughout.

The plan was to have a function on the Thursday evening, combined with a short cruise, and the wedding then on the Friday evening, combined with an overnight cruise. The ship would return to East London on the Saturday morning and fetch all her other passengers, before setting sail again in the afternoon to complete her voyage to Durban.

As East London was not a standard stop for cruise ships visiting South Africa, the local travel agents had had very limited exposure to the cruise industry. Bookings for the vessel after the wedding were relatively low, so Mercia persuaded TFC to offer a special last-minute reduced rate to her travel-industry colleagues for the onward leg to Durban, to give them first-hand experience of cruising as a holiday option.

The Oceanos berthed as planned on Thursday 1 August in the East London harbour, the only river port in South Africa and situated just inside the mouth of the Buffalo River. When the ship had docked, all the passengers disembarked and were whisked off to the local Holiday Inn for their first night ashore, which would be followed by a stay at the more luxurious Fish River Sun Hotel and Casino the next night.

That evening the ship set sail for a cruise to nowhere and back, returning to port at around midnight.

On the Friday, the weather began deteriorating rapidly. Nonetheless, wedding guests started to stream onto the ship before lunch and a huge party broke out on the upper deck. At around 2 pm the Oceanos set sail with attending tugs spraying the ship with pillars of seawater in celebration of the East London wedding of the century.

No sooner had the vessel exited the harbour than she encountered tempestuous waters and started rolling like a barrel. Two lunch sittings had been planned, but many guests retreated to their cabins with rising nausea. Those who made it to lunch sat and, for the most part, stared vacantly at a fixed spot, trying to ward off the inevitable. After a couple of hours at sea and with most guests incapacitated by seasickness and vomiting, the ship returned to port with the wedding ceremony yet to take place.

As the vessel entered the calmer waters of the port, guests started to emerge from their cabins, like rabbits from a warren over which the nausea wolf was no longer standing watch. The party started up again. The bride was, however, desperately unhappy at the prospect of her marriage vows being said on board a ship stuck in a grubby harbour and was determined that the ceremony should take place at sea. Under pressure from Linith and following a debate between her father and Captain Avranas, they set sail for the second time late that afternoon, once again into a heaving sea.

The wedding ceremony was performed on a stage in the Four Seasons lounge, with guests having gathered to observe the ceremony sitting in sofas around lounge tables.

The minister had some difficulty getting everyone’s attention. ‘If you could all extinguish your cigarettes and put down your drinks, we can get on with the ceremony!’ he finally shouted above the general din. Slowly some semblance of order and solemnity came about.

As the vows were being said, musician Moss Hills watched from the stage how the guests, when called on by the minister to stand, swayed first to the left, then to the right, then back, propelled by the unrelenting swell into a novel wedding dance.

The organist, greener than the two enormous flower bouquets that Moss had placed strategically in front of her, soldiered on during the signing ceremony, but eventually had to rise from her seat and scurry to a corner of the lounge to vomit. Moss quickly found a bucket for her, into which she continued to retch from time to time as she played out the rest of the ceremony.

This was not the fairy-tale wedding Linith had had in mind when she originally planned her dream day. The moment the ceremony was complete and despite the original plan to stay out at sea all night, the vessel headed back into the sheltered waters of the East London harbour. There, once again, guests emerged from their lairs to resume the party.
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Rough seas and a demanding bride were not the only challenges that the captain had to deal with on the evening of the wedding, however. While the ship was out at sea, a mystery woman telephoned the Port Control office at East London with a disturbing message: ‘There’s a bomb hidden in the wedding cake on the Oceanos,’ she said.

In some panic, Port Control telephoned the South African Police to report the call.

On the ship’s return that evening, waiting police demanded access to the vessel, but were denied it by the captain. After a lengthy stand-off between the captain and police, TFC Tours smoothed things over by advising the police that there was in fact no wedding cake on board; also, they said, the ship had been searched by security personnel and no bomb had been found.

As the guests regained their composure in the relative calm of the harbour, dinner was served and the TFC entertainers performed in shifts from sunset to sunrise. Moss and Tracy played first, followed by Julian Russell, the Green Dolphin Showband Trio, Terry Lester, Robin Boltman, Marah Louw and the others.

The party raged on all night. There was an open bar, compliments of the father of the bride, which inevitably proved to be a suitable catalyst for the festivities. (The bar bill would never be paid, as all the till slips disappeared with the rest of the ship two days later.)

Following the all-night marathon of the wedding party, the entertainers tried to catch a few hours of sleep. Guests started to stagger off the ship late in the morning. After some rest, Moss walked into town to buy a few supplies. On his return to the ship, he found himself leaning into a gale and horizontal rain. It promised to make for an interesting trip to Durban.

Eduardo Abellar, one of the kitchen hands, went ashore with some Filipino friends from the galley to look around the town and buy a few things. On their way they met a priest who invited them to his small chapel. As Catholics, they respectfully entered the chapel, dipping their fingers into the font and crossing themselves with holy water. They each genuflected approaching the altar.

Unusually, pictures of sailors adorned the walls.

‘Who are the people in the pictures, Father?’ asked Eduardo.

‘They were survivors of shipwrecks who were saved by the grace of God. I sheltered them here,’ the priest responded. Pointing to a map of the coastline, he added: ‘This coast is famous for its shipwrecks.’

The priest loaded the Oceanos crew into his car and drove them

































POSTSCRIPT

On reconciliation, 571 passengers sailed from East London. Of these, 221 were airlifted by helicopter, the rest evacuated by lifeboat. There were no deaths. The few recorded injuries were minor in nature. The time from the first water ingress to the eventual sinking of the ship was about 17 hours, making the rescue that much more remarkable given the remote location of the casualty.

The fate of the captain and his officers

Information on the fate of the captain and his crew is sparse. The Greek Transport Ministry held a maritime enquiry when the crew returned to Greece, but the formal report has never been made public. I have plumbed a number of potential sources in Greece for the report, but have met with a dead end each time. The Greek authorities have told me, categorically, that the report is not a matter of public record and I may not see it if I have no current legal interest in the matter.

Nonetheless, it is understood that Captain Yiannis Avranas, Staff Captain Christos Nikolaou, Safety Officer Costas Skourlis, Chief Engineer Panayiotis Fines and Second Engineer Antonis Varvarigos were tried in Greece by a tribunal of some sort. The Wikipedia entry for the Oceanos records that ‘[T]he captain and some of the crew were convicted of negligence for fleeing the ship without helping the passengers’ and cites the New York Times as its source.7

Captain Avranas is understood to have been shunted sideways for a period after the Oceanos sinking and placed in command of a small ferry boat called the Panagia. Later he was given the command of another Epirotiki passenger liner. All was apparently forgiven. In fact, if the public face of Epirotiki Lines was to be believed, they actually thought that Captain Avranas did a sterling job on the Oceanos.

Publicly they claimed that, but for the control and diligence which he exercised over the rescue, many passengers might have lost their lives. The fact that no lives were lost was apparently testimony to Avranas’s leadership.

To the contrary, the absence of any senior deck officers from the ship during the evacuation made the boarding and launching of the lifeboats perilously dangerous, far more so than if they had been present and assisting in the stabilisation of the lifeboats. Only good fortune prevented serious injury or death. It is possible that they were not given access to the reaction of the South African and other world media, but it seems more likely that a brave face was required in an attempt to salvage the reputation of Epirotiki Lines.

Loud bangs and conspiracy theories

There has long been speculation that the sinking of the Oceanos may have been as a result of more than just bad weather and bad luck. Many people on board reported a loud bang shortly before the lights went out. No one has been able to say categorically what caused that noise.

One crew member has insisted, emphatically and categorically, to me that the noise was caused by a bomb in the engine room. He claims that ‘all the crew knew and were sworn to secrecy’. He maintains that the sinking was in fact a scuttling to enable the owners to make an insurance claim.

Save for what appears to have been a hoax bomb threat during the wedding ceremony at sea, and despite asking a number of people to try and determine whether there was a deliberate explosion, I have encountered no other evidence of a bomb.

A South African television channel sent divers down onto the wreck not long after the sinking to see if they could find evidence of a bomb. The ship was lying on her port side (the side through which the water came into the ship), so there was nothing visible of the breach in the hull. The divers were also unable to access the engine room area, so their dive shed no further light on the sinking. Ironically, the only loss of life associated with the sinking of the vessel arose when one of these divers sadly lost his life during the dive.

The ship’s war risks insurers conducted investigations in parallel with those in which I was involved. They likewise found no evidence of a bomb on board the ship. I doubt very much that the ship was deliberately scuttled. While it does happen from time to time, quite frankly no seaman in his right mind would have scuttled his ship in circumstances where his survival was doubtful at best.

The three other possible explanations for the loud bang are as follows:

- A huge wave crashed into the side of the ship, which could have made a banging sound on impact. (This is Moss Hills’s theory. Interestingly, one passenger reported that the ship lurched and more or less came to a stop when she heard the bang. This might have been consistent with a massive wave smashing so hard into the ship that it almost stopped her forward momentum.)

- A loud noise occurred when the sea chest was breached and water came pouring into the auxiliary engine room.

- There was an explosion of sorts when water in the auxiliary engine room rose to the level of the generators and caused a massive electrical short. The jury is still out.

Passenger after-effects

Different people react differently to the same situation. Some passengers, like Michael O’Mahoney, emerged from the disaster with no mental scarring. Lou Tolken, in contrast, was so shattered by her experience that, in the grip of post-traumatic stress, she was hospitalised and sedated for four days after her return to Durban.

Other passengers reported recurring nightmares and sleepless nights. Incredibly, from what I can glean, most passengers were able to get on with their lives, largely unscathed. Some were grateful for what they had previously taken for granted while others were angry with TFC, the crew and anyone else they could blame.

The one common theme among those I have spoken to is that the event was unforgettable by any standard and the rescue effort and result nothing short of miraculous.

Military honours

Captain Slade Thomas watched Able Seaman Paul Whiley’s landing and working on board. He wrote in the citation for his bravery award of Whiley’s heroic deeds and how he went way beyond any call of duty:


[Whiley] was the first diver to be lowered aboard the MV Oceanos, and although he was severely beaten against the ship’s superstructure, he reached the deck.

Under extremely trying conditions he then succeeded in creating order and stability among the passengers. He then started hoisting passengers, on the first lift he accompanied a survivor up to the helicopter, after which it took a further 10 minutes of nerve-racking hovering to get him back on the deck.

During this manoeuvre, after being severely battered against the railing of the ship he was flung out of the hoisting strap and fell to a deck lower than intended. Thereupon a male survivor also fell out of a hoisting strap and fell 40 metres into the mountainous swells. AB Whiley, disregarding his own life, dived into the treacherous seas and on reaching the semi-conscious passenger, revived him and assisted him into a rescue craft.

Not quite finished Paul Whiley then swam back to the sinking ship and was confronted with the further difficulty of climbing back on board. Whilst scaling a ladder draped over the ship’s side, he was repeatedly beaten against the ship’s hull. However, his perseverance paid off and he managed to return to the deck to continue his vital task.

After six hours aboard the Oceanos Able Seaman Whiley was one of the last persons to be hoisted from the stricken vessel.




For this Whiley earned the Honoris Crux (Gold), the highest military honour then to be awarded. Only six of these were ever awarded by the South African Defence Force.

Other military honours included:

- Honoris Crux (Silver): AB Gary Ian Scoular

- Honoris Crux: Lt Cmdr André Geldenhuys; PO Frans Hugo Mostert; LS Darren Malcolm Brown; LS Luke James Dicks (all from the South African Navy, Divers School)

In addition to Honoris Crux, the following decorations for bravery and actions above the call of duty were awarded to South African Air Force personnel for their contributions on that day:

- Air Force Cross decoration: Cmdt Eric Brennan Elphick; Cmdt Anthony Charles Hunter; Maj Phillip Fenwick; Maj Anthony Wright Johnson; Maj Martin Johannes Hugo Louw; Maj Hermanus Frederik Steyn; Maj André Stroebel; Capt Anton Botha, Capt René Martin Coulon; Capt Peter Evans Haynes; Capt Charles Glen Goatley; Capt Hendrik Meintjies; Capt Jacques Hugo; Capt Tarri Jooste; Capt Johannes Meintjies; Capt Slade Christopher Thomas; Capt Francois Johann Weyers; Lt Mark Graig Fairley; WO2 William James Riley; F/Sgt Norman Herbert Askew-Hull; Capt Len Pienaar; F/Sgt Frans Campher; F/Sgt Daniël Francois Bezuidenhout; F/Sgt Daniël Roedolf Jacobs; F/Sgt Christoffel Jacobus Pedlar; F/ Sgt Philip Davey Joseph Scott; F/Sgt Frans Schutte; F/Sgt Willem Hendrik Steyn

- Mentioned in Dispatches:

- South African Air Force: Brig TJM de Munnink, SD; Brig RS Lord, SD; Col GA Hallowes; Col BJ Kriegler; Col LE Weyer; Cmdt DB Janse van Rensburg; Maj WHW van Wyk

- South African Navy: Capt (N) PC Potgieter; Capt (N) RD Stephen; Cdr AG Absolom; WO1 P Hutchinson

- All Oceanos helicopter crews were jointly awarded the prestigious Igor I Sikorsky award for humanitarian service. The award is sponsored by the Helicopter Association International, a not-for-profit professional trade organisation with some 2 500 member organisations, which provides programmes to enhance safety and professionalism in the helicopter industry and is intended to foster professionalism. The Association also promotes through publication the unique contributions by helicopters for the benefit of society.

- The award was made in 1992, for only the third time in its 20-year history. It was received at a ceremony in Las Vegas by the then SAAF attaché, Col ‘Monster’ Wilkens and the then South African Ambassador to the United States, Mr Harry Schwartz. The citation on the award reads: ‘Presented to the person(s) who best demonstrates the value of civil rotorcraft to society and their operators through the saving of life, protection of property and amelioration of distress.’

Civilian awards and accolades

Moss Hills, Robin Boltman and several TFC Tours staff were nominated for the Woltemade Decoration for Bravery, the highest civilian award for bravery at the time. However, for whatever reason they never heard anything more after the nomination. (It is speculated that there may have been political considerations at the time, but no clarity was ever given.)

Robin Boltman received the following awards and acknowledgements:

- An award for bravery by the Magic Council of South Africa, for providing the ultimate service to magic. He was made an honorary member of the Council.

- After 9/11, the Society of American Magicians brought out a medal called the Heroism and Patriotism Award to honour magicians who contributed to rescue services. Boltman was nominated for the medal and was only the fourth recipient, and the first and only non-American ever to receive such an award. The magician Bill Gleeson received the medal on his behalf.


In July 2020, 29 years after the event and as a direct consequence of the publication of this book in South Africa, the National Sea Rescue Institute of South Africa (NSRI), finally gave the TFC staff and other civilians the recognition that they so richly deserved. After reading the book and researching their own operations documents and a number of other sources, NSRI made the following awards:



	Award
	Awardee



	Bravery Bronze
	Geraldine Massyn



	Bravery Bronze
	Liezel Louw



	Bravery Bronze
	Lynne Greig



	Bravery Bronze
	Michael O’Mahoney



	Bravery Bronze
	Neal Shaw



	Bravery Bronze
	Piet Niemand



	Bravery Bronze
	Terry Lester (posthumous)



	Bravery Gold
	Julian Russell



	Bravery Gold
	Lorraine Betts



	Bravery Gold
	Moss Hills



	Bravery Gold
	Robin Boltman



	Director’s Thanks
	Hilton Schilder



	Director’s Thanks
	Peter Niemand



	Director’s Thanks
	Tracy Hills



	Director’s Thanks
	Tom Hine (posthumous)



	Director’s Thanks
	MFV Kaszuby II



	Director’s Thanks
	MV Nedloyd Mauritius



	Director’s Thanks
	MV Reefer Duchess



	Director’s Thanks
	MV Great Nancy



	Director’s Thanks
	MFV Anik



	Meritorious Service
	NSRI Station 7





This represents the most Bravery Awards ever issued at one time by NSRI.


Organisations and people involved in the Oceanos rescue

While it is tempting to credit the success of the rescue to one or two organisations and individuals, such as the South African Air Force, the South African Navy, Moss Hills and Robin Boltman, ultimately it was the collective effort of many who turned a potential tragedy into a triumph. These included:

Civil aviation airfields, including:

- Jan Smuts Airport (now OR Tambo International Airport)

- Louis Botha Airport (then Durban’s International Airport)

- East London

- Port Elizabeth

- DF Malan Airport (now Cape Town International Airport)

- Bloemfontein

- Umtata

Civil Protection

Coastal radio stations (Durban, East London, Port Elizabeth, Cape Town) and Rogeland Radio (Norway)

Department of Foreign Affairs

Department of the Environment

Department of Transport

Major General Bantu Holomisa and the Transkei Government

The Haven Hotel

Hospitals

- Entabeni

- St Augustine

Metro rescue services (Border, East, West)

National Sea Rescue Institute

P&I Associates (Pty) Ltd

Polaris Shipping (ships agents)

Port captains in Durban, Port Elizabeth and East London


RCC Piraeus (Greece)

South African Airways

South African Air Force, including:

- Maritime Rescue Coordination Centre, Cape Town

- Air Force Command Post

- Mobile Air Operations Team

- various Air Force bases

- various Air Force squadrons

South African Army, including:

- Eastern Province Command

- Group 8, Eastern Province

South African Medical Services, including:

- Head Office: Operations

- Medical Command, Eastern Province

- Medical Command, Natal

- 1 Military Hospital, Pretoria

South African Navy, including:

- Naval Command Post

- 4 strike craft

- 14 divers

- Silvermine Communications Centre - various naval bases

South African Police

TFC Tours

An unknown Mother Superior at a Catholic mission in the Transkei and numerous other anonymous volunteers who opened their doors and hearts to the survivors of the Oceanos
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