C':lptain Lo Chung Hung was tense and
nervous. He had every right to be. He was
passing through some nasty weather and
was now dealing with a thick fog that
prevented even the sharpest lookout from
seeing what was ahead. It was the night of
March 14, 1972, and his ship, the 473-foot
Vanlene, was enroute to Vancouver, B.C.,
from Japan loaded with a cargo of 300 Dodge
Colts. She had sailed with only one working
compass and completely non-operational
navigational gear, (the ship’s owners would
later dispute this in the resulting inquiry),
and the result had been many long,
sleepless nights spent trying to determine
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their actual location and course. This was
Captain Hung’s first command and the lack
of proper navigational gear had made it a
nightmare, forcing him to use every trick he
knew to keep the vessel on course.
Additionally, both the echo-sounder and
radar were non-functional, of particular
concern now that the vessel was
approaching land. Seeking the entrance to
the Strait of Juan de Fuca between
Washington state and Vancouver Island, the
captain was confident that the Vanlene was
approaching the entrance to the strait
despite the poor conditions and thick fog.
He was wrong. In fact, the Vanlene had
entered Barkley Sound on the west coast of
Vancouver Island, more than 57 miles north
of where he believed his ship to be.

Amazingly, in the fog the ship steamed
past numerous rocky reefs and islands
without incident, Missing some of the rocks
by mere feet, the Vanlenes crew were
blissfully unaware of how close to disaster
they were. This ignorance was not to last.
Breakers were sighted dead ahead and with
a colossal lurch and the sickening shriek of
tearing metal the ship struck a cluster of
rocks just off Austin Island. The violence
of the collision forced the ship’s bow
completely out of the water and left the stern
nearly awash. In the resulting mayhem a
distress call was sent out that the ship was
aground on a rocky reef “somewhere off
the coast of Washington.”

The US Coast Guard immediately
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responded with a massive search, and to
their horror, thinking she had foundered,
could find no trace of the vessel. Canadian
rescue efforts had also been launched and
rescue vessels were hurrying southward to
assist their American comrades in the search.
To everyone’s surprise, the Canadian
Forces’ ships sighted the Vanlene stranded
inside Barkley Sound. The crew was taken
to Port Alberni and clean-up and salvage
efforts began. Efforts were made to recover
some of the floating oil before the nearby
herring spawning grounds were polluted
and the oil remaining in the Vanlene's fuel
tanks was pumped out and removed. While
many of the Dodge Colts were underwater
and ruined, those remaining above water
were taken off one at a time by helicopter.
This memory entertains locals to this day.
Following the salvage of the cars, it was
decided that the Vanlene herself was not in
fact worth the effort to refloat her and she
was left to the sea, her bow still forlornly
perched on the rocks. Anything of value
was removed by locals. According to the
Underwater Archaeological Society of
British Columbia, “hardly a resident in
Bamfield or Ucluelet does not display or use
something from the Vanlene.”

The wreck remained on the rocks for
years, buffeted by fierce winter storms that
regularly strike the area. Ultimately, during
one such hard blow, she slipped off the
rocks and sank into deeper water. No one
was there to see it except perhaps wind-

Northwest Dive News May 2006









