
A dinghy named Conquistador 
jonathan.nevill@gmail.com  19 May 2017 

 
This story is about two memorable trips Rosemary and I made in our 15 foot aluminium dinghy 
“Conquistador” in 1973.  Actually she (boats are always female) was just a few inches shorter 
than 15 foot, but she did have a high stern, and a small boat of this size and type is actually very 
seaworthy. Fifteen foot is almost twice the length of the smallest vessel to cross the Atlantic 
Ocean.  
 
We started with an 8 hp Honda outboard motor, but later changed for a 30 hp Mercury, with 
which we were able to plane on a calm sea without trouble. When we purchased the boat we 
had every intention of taking her offshore, and we did, so she was fitted with safety gear such as 
emergency flares.  If I had such a boat today, she would be fitted with a VHF radio, a mobile 
phone (of course) and an EPIRB (emergency position indicating radio beacon). But back then… 
well… epirbs and cellphones had not been invented. 
 
The first trip was to Rattlesnake Island, not far north from Townsville Queensland. We had set 
up camp at Bluewater Creek, which provided easy access to deeper waters. It was winter. The 
weather was predictable, with a land-to-sea breeze in the morning, and a sea-to-land breeze in 
the afternoon.  
 

 
 
Neither Rosemary nor I had any real experience with boats at that stage. What seemed like a 
gentle breeze on the beach (protected by the forest behind us) was actually pretty strong once 
we reached exposed waters. I think about 20 knots, which of course doesn’t seem much to a 
sailor, but for us it filled the ocean with breaking waves, all pushing us out to sea, and the waves 
were VERY close together. Our little boat was continually plunging her bow into the sea. We sat 
on the extreme stern edge, trying to lift the bow. It was a bit scary. We had the feeling we were 
in trouble, even though it was clear that Rattlesnake Island was only a few miles away. Although 
the boat could not sink, due to her buoyancy chambers, getting swamped by a wave would have 
seen us in serious difficulty. 
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Turning back against the waves and the wind was not an option… that would have seen us 
swamped by a wave immediately.   
 
We were about 2 miles from the island when a small commercial fishing boat appeared, heading 
north, up the coast. “Will we signal them with a flare?” I was nervous. Rosemary, as usual 
calmer than me, replied in the negative. “There’s no point now, we have almost reached the 
island”. 
 
It was a huge relief to pull into the lee of the island. Here the water was calm. It was amazing 
how quickly our anxiety evaporated. Once the danger was over, we were suddenly relaxed and 
happy again. We pulled the boat up on a sheltered beach, and went snorkeling. The water was 
warm and clear and there were, back in those days, LOTS of fish. It was exciting. 
 
Back on the beach we unpacked lunch. We were in paradise!  The wind, too, had died away. 
 
It was not long before a gentle wind started in the opposite direction. As we expected, the sea to 
land breeze kicked in, just after midday, as it always did. Having had a scare in the morning, we 
were definitely NOT going to wait now to see if the breeze would be a gentle one or a strong 
one. We headed west, back towards our camp. The trip home went smoothly, with just a gentle 
breeze behind us, and we were able to pull into our protected inlet without any trouble at all.  
 
But I had learnt a lesson which I have never forgotten. Don’t head out to sea in a small boat with 
a strong off-shore wind blowing!   
 
The second trip was to Undine Reef, off-shore from the north-east Queensland coast. We had 
set up camp just back from a quiet beach off the Cape Tribulation road. As usual, we had both 
the camp-site and the beach to ourselves. Well, except for the beach crabs. We loved walking 
along the beach at night when the crabs were out, their tiny red eyes shining back against the 
torch-light. By day… well, just crab-holes in the sand.  
 

 
 
This trip was a bit different from our trip to Rattlesnake Island in two ways. First, although the 
land/sea breeze cycle was the same, the strength of the winds was much less. This made for 
greater comfort and safety. Second, navigation to Rattlesnake was easy as the island was 
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always in sight. Undine Reef, however, had only a few centimeters (in height) of sand visible 
above the water at low tide, so for most of the time the reef was invisible to a boat-based 
observer… at least until you were actually at the reef itself. In other words, you can’t see it from 
a distance. Not from our small boat, anyway. 
 
It was a typical Queensland winter’s day. The weather was perfect. We set off accompanied by a 
gentle off-shore breeze. The air temperature was in the low 20s. In Tasmania, where I am now 
as I write this story, this is the sort of day we hope to get in the middle of summer!  The gentle 
breeze was rippling the water, but not creating waves.  
 
There was no-one around. Our only company were a few sea-birds in the sky. The beach had 
been deserted when we left, as had the camping ground. As far as we could see, there was not 
another boat in sight. We had food, water, our pack of emergency flares, a small first aid kit, 
some warm clothes (just in case!) sun-cream, and spare fuel. And life jackets which came in 
handy as cushions. We always carried oars, which we used for getting around small coastal 
estuaries: we hoped we would never have to use them in the open ocean. 
 
The coast gradually receded into the distance. The coastal mountains became just little bumps 
on the horizon. These bumps were of vital importance to us. The GPS navigation systems of 
today had not yet been invented, so we relied on simple triangulation to establish our position. 
We had a map and a small hand-held compass. 
 
Luckily it was so calm we had no trouble taking the necessary compass readings. Our first check 
showed that we were still a good 30 minutes away. The sea was a dark blue-green: what I call 
‘deep water blue’. I love that colour!  In fact, as I’m writing these words, I’m wearing it!  
 
After half an hour we stopped the outboard, and stood up to get a better view. There was still no 
sign of the reef. Looking towards the east, just the unbroken horizon, and the water an unbroken 
deep water blue. We checked our bearings. “It should be here…”  But it wasn’t.   
 
We started the motor and continued east. Then, suddenly, seemingly without warning, the sea 
changed colour. Dramatically… from deep water blue to that amazing, brilliant azure colour of 
clear water over shallow sand!  I’ll never forget that moment!  We had arrived, and it was even 
more beautiful than we had imagined! 
 
We found a shallow sandy area, and dropped the anchor in about one meter of water. The tide 
was falling. We were in such a hurry to get in to have a look around we didn’t put on our 
wetsuits. The water was, in fact, not really cold at all.  
 
There were schools of fish, quite large in our eyes, moving across the sand, stopping every now 
and then to pick up something from the bottom. They were 40 to 50 cm in length, and brilliantly 
coloured. Rosemary and I were used to the somber colours of the shallow-water temperate reef 
ecosystems of Victoria, where we had grown up. Their characteristic colour was the shiny 
golden-brown of the kelp. But here, in what was in those days a close to pristine tropical 
ecosystem, the colours of the fish and the corals seemed extraordinary, almost out of this world. 
The diversity of form and colour, and the delicacy of the corals… it was breath-taking. Or, as you 
might say today “awesome!” 
 
I was carrying a speargun. In theory I was going to catch a fish to take home for dinner. But I 
couldn’t bring myself to kill one of these beautiful creatures.  It looked like it was going to be 
tinned tuna again tonight! 
 
We reached the edge of the reef, where the water dropped suddenly over the ‘cliff’ of the edge. 
We swam along the edge, peering into the darkness below us, but quite unable to see the 
bottom. There were small reef-sharks patrolling the edge, some with attendant remora.  Then, 
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ahead of us, out of the darkness, a large shape emerged. It was an enormous groper, around 3 
m in length. Much longer than us. And of course many times our combined weight. 
 
Unlike the slim and graceful reef sharks, this animal was heavily built. As was it’s huge jaw!  As it 
approached we stopped swimming and waited. It seemed as though it was making eye-contact. I 
must confess I was a little anxious. What were the intentions of this huge fish?  Was it hungry? 
Were humans part of its diet?  I held the unloaded speargun out in front of me. The groper 
pressed its nose against the sharp spear-head. I hoped it was thinking to itself “OK, that’s close 
enough”. 
 
It backed off slightly. I wanted to speak to Rosemary, but there was no way I was going to take 
my eye off the fish and put my head out of water. We were holding hands, as we usually did 
when snorkeling, so I knew exactly where she was without having to look around. Thankfully! 
 
We just waited. Ever so slowly, the groper turned around, and glided off into the deep water of 
the reef edge. It’s territory. We were the intruders. Feeling slightly unsettled, we retreated to 
shallower water on the reef side of the drop-off.  This felt safer, and was actually more colourful 
and interesting than the waters of the edge. There seemed to be many thousands of small fish, 
varying between one cm and fifty cm in length. So many species, so many fascinating colour 
schemes!  There were turtles too. And the many colourful and delicate corals.  
 
We were in paradise.  In the weeks which followed, we made many similar trips, always 
amazing. But this first trip to Undine Reef is the one that has stayed in my memory. 
 
I was able to re-visit Undine Reef 33 years later. Sadly, it was unrecognizable. Devastated by 
overfishing and cyclone damage.  The overfishing which had occurred has altered, destroyed 
actually, the reef ecosystem. With the removal of both predators and grazers, algae had 
overtaken the coral. The beauty, the colour, the amazing diversity which only three decades 
earlier made this such a wonderful place, had gone.   
 
With increasing water temperatures and increasing ocean acidity, combined with overfishing, the 
spectacular coral ecosystems of the world are now struggling to survive. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


