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The quest for the golden 
fleece in Botany Bay

A  fte r C ap ta in  P h illip  decided in 
t  \  1 7 8 8  th a t B o tany Bay w as not

the  place to foun d  the  colony, 
#  m th is  large expanse o f w a te r on 
Sydney's back door rem ained  fo r m any  
years the  poor s is te r to  Port Jackson. 
Being sh a llo w  and exposed to  the  
w h im s  o f the  e lem en ts , it saw  on ly  
sporadic and m in o r sh ip p in g  th ro u g h o u t 
the  1 9 th  cen tu ry  and th e  firs t h a lf o f 
2 0 th  cen tu ry  un til the  e s ta b lish m e n t o f

A Golden Fleece petrol bowser statue, the 
company's product mascot, now on display 
at the National Museum of Australia.

the  Caltex re fine ry  a t K urne ll in 1 9 5 5  
w h e n  channe ls  w ere  dredged and a 
large w h a r f w as provided fo r the  g ian t 
tanke rs  en te ring  the  port.

The  c rea tion o f th e  huge Port B o tany 
com plex on the  no rth e rn  shores o f the  
Bay in the  1 9 7 0 s  led to  eno rm ous  
g row th  in trade to  the  exten t th a t the  
port has eclipsed Port ja c k s o n  in te rm s  
o f vo lu m e  o f cargo hand led and se tting  
its place as one o f A ustra lia 's  m a jo r

trad ing  ports. B u t it w as a long, hard 
struggle.

The  firs t use o f B o tany Bay for 
com m erc ia l sh ip p ing  began in 1 8 8 0  
w h e n  a pier, know n  loca lly  as the  Long 
Pier, w as constructed by th e  D ep a rtm en t 
o f W orks near B anksm ead ow . For som e 
5 0  years it served vessels im p o rtin g  
coa l, p resum ab ly  to fue l th e  boilers of 
th e  fac to ries in w h a t w as th e n  a g row ing  
ind us tria l area o f Sydney. Exports w ere  
reported to be neglig ib le.

Around  the  tim e  o f the  c losure o f the  
Long Pier in 1 9 3 0 , the  in fa n t A us tra lian  
o il com pany, H.C. S le igh Ltd - w h ic h  fo r 
m any  years m arke ted  G olden Fleece 
pe tro leum  products u n til taken  over by 
Caltex - saw  the  p oss ib ilities  o f Bo tany 
Bay as a p o in t o f en try  fo r its trade. The  
com p a ny  b u ilt a storage depot on the 
banks o f Shea's Creek (n o w  m ore 
c o m m o n ly  kn o w n  as th e  A lexandra 
C ana l) and had it licensed as a C ustom s 
w arehouse .

Before W orld  W ar II, th e  Shell 
re fine ry  at C lyde w as the  o n ly  such 
opera tion  in N S W  and v ir tu a lly  a ll petrol 
w as im p orted . W h ile  m ost im p o rts  w ere  
in bu lk, a s ig n ific an t a m o u n t w as also 
im ported  in fo u r gallon square d rum s, 
packaged in crates. O il com p an ies  did 
no t have the  soph is tica ted  m eans o f 
d is tr ib u tio n  or the  n e tw o rks  th a t they  
have today and packaged petrol w as the  
usua l m ed ium  fo r sup p ly in g  areas 
d is tan t from  th e  cities.

The  m a jo r o il com p an ies  had th e ir  
storage in s ta lla tio n s  a round  Sydney 
Harbour, served by ad jacen t deep- 
anchorage w ha rves . W h e th e r H.C.
S leigh had d iffic u lty  in o b ta in in g  a 
su itab le  site  in the  ha rb our or m ore 
favourab le  con d itions  preva iled  in a 
B otany Bay opera tion  is a m a tte r fo r



con jec tu re . B u t by Ju ly  1 9 3 0 , the  
com p any had com pleted con struc tion  of 
its Shea's C reek ins ta lla tio n  and sough t 
approval from  C ustom s to p e rm it the  
ta n k e r M exico, w ith  a cargo o f petrol 
from  the  US, to  anc ho r in Bo tany Bay 
and d ischarge its cargo.

T h is  w as a case o f pu tting  the  cart 
before th e  horse, so fa r as C ustom s w as 
concerned, because Botany Bay w as  not 
a proc la im ed port under the  C ustom s 
Act and underbond  cargo could the re fo re  
not be legally discharged in those 
w ate rs. B o tany Bay had been appoin ted 
a port in 1 9 0 6  but the  a p p o in tm e n t w as 
revoked in J a n u a ry  1 9 2 5 .

H igh-leve l d iscuss ions ensued

betw een the  m anager o f H.C. S le igh, M r 
Archbold , and the  C ollec tor o f C ustom s 
in N SW , M r W .H . Barkley. T he  com p a ny  
und e rtook , in the  even t o f th e ir  request 
fo r pe rm iss ion  to  d ischarge bu lk  m o to r 
sp ir it a t B o tany Bay being granted, to:
•  provide su ita b le  transp o rta tion  

fac ilit ie s  to  and from  vessels in 
B o tany Bay fo r a C ustom s officer, as 
required by th e  Collector, and

• pay all expenses incurred by the  
C ustom s D ep a rtm en t fo r the 
services o f an o fficer to en te r and 
c lear the  vesse ls, and to rem a in  o f 
board u n til d ischarge o f the  m o to r

s p ir it w as com ple te .
A g reem ent being reached, the  

C o llec tor recom m ended to  the  
C om p tro lle r-G ene ra l th a t "B o ta n y  Bay be 
estab lished  a port fo r the  specific  lim ited  
purpose o f d ischarge o f b u lk  m o to r sp irit 
and th a t a w h a r f  [at Shea's Creek] be 
appo in ted  fo r the  like  purpose." The  
a p p o in tm e n ts  w ere  p roc la im ed in the  
C o m m o n w e a lth  Gazette o f 18 
Sep tem b er 1 9 3 0 , fo u r days a fte r the  
a rriva l o f th e  M exico in B o tany Bay.

On th e  day the  port w as p roc la im ed , 
H aro ld  C. S le igh, m anag ing  d irec to r and 
fo u n d e r o f th e  com pany, w ro te  a le tte r o f 
ap p rec ia tion  to  the  C o llec tor in w h ic h  he 
stated:

"B e it said to you r c red it and ou r 
ap p rec ia tion  th a t you are responsib le  fo r 
crea ting  B o ta ny Bay a Port o f Entry. The  
sym p a th e tic  in te rest o f a ll yo u r o fficers 
concerned has been m ost he lp fu l on the 
occasion o f th e  firs t overseas vessel 
M exico  a t B o tany Bay. I do s ince re ly  
app rec ia te  e ve ry th ing  w h ic h  you and 
y o u r o fficers  have done and w ou ld  ask 
you to  p e rsona lly  accept m y th a n k s  and 
convey th e  sam e to  a ll m em bers  o f you r 
D e p a rtm e n t concerned ."

In N ovem b er o f th a t year, a C ustom s 
w a re h o u se  licence w as approved fo r the  
Shea's C reek ins ta lla tio n  and a C ustom s

Locker (C us to m s officer s ta tioned  in a 
w a reh ouse ) w as s ta tioned  the re  fu ll- t im e  
d u ring  C ustom s hours.

Being an en tre p reneu ria l and go- 
ahead com pany, H.C. S le igh Ltd saw  
o p p o rtu n itie s  in the  im p o rta tio n  of 
b itum e n  and , in October 1 9 3 1 , 
approached the  C o llec tor fo r p erm iss ion  
to  d ischarge th is  c o m m o d ity  th rou g h  
B o tany Bay w h ic h  w o u ld , o f course, 
require  a m e n d m e n t o f the  te rm s  under 
w h ic h  the  port had been appo in ted .

Lac ilita tion  w as ap p a re n tly  a w ord  
no t in vogue in the  upper eche lons o f 
C ustom s m ana g em en t at the  tim e , 
thou g h  to  be fa ir  th is  shou ld  be 
considered in the  con text o f th e  period: 
th e  G reat D epression and the  po licy of 
p ro tec tion  o f A u s tra lia n  indus try . Lor 
reasons unsta ted  in h is m in u te , the  
C o llec to r considered th a t " it  w ou ld  be 
ve ry  undes irab le  to  extend the  purpose 
fo r w h ic h  the  Port and w h a r f  w ere  
gazetted, nor does the re  appear to  be 
any  special reason w h y  the  im p o rta tio n  
o f b itum e n  from  the  U .S .A . shou ld  be 
fac ilita ted ".

M r B ark ley a lso considered tha t 
ag reem ent to H.C. S le igh's request 
"w o u ld  a lm o s t c e rta in ly  be fo llow ed  by 
fu rth e r s im ila r  a p p lica tions  and w ou ld  
necessita te  an a m e n d m e n t to  both 
P roc la m a tions ". He recom m ended  to the  
C om p tro lle r-G ene ra l th a t the  request be 
refused.

W ith  b itu m e n , as it w ere, 
b lackballed  by C ustom s, H.C. S leigh let 
five  years pass before app roach ing  the  
C o llec tor once m ore, th is  t im e  fo r 
p e rm iss ion  to  im p o rt sm a ll 
c on s ig nm en ts  o f lub rica ting  o il and 
kerosene in d rum s th rou g h  B o tany Bay. 
Again the  request w as  denied because it 
w as  not in tended  to  extend the  specified 
lim ited  purposes fo r w h ic h  th e  port w as 
appoin ted .

No doub t due to  the  fin a n c ia l 
s tringenc ies  o f those  tim e s  and the  
system s o f con tro ls  w h ic h  required 
C ustom s Lockers at licensed w arehouses 
as w e ll as an o fficer on board sh ip  
th ro u g h o u t d ischarge o f cargo in B o tany 
Bay, the re  w as  a g enu ine  concern by the  
a d m in is tra tio n  th a t ex tend ing  the  te rm s

A Golden Fleece motor van. For years H.C. Sleigh marketed Golden Fleece petroleum products 
until taken over by Caltex.
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Mr Harold C. Sleigh's storage depot on the banks of Shea's Creek, for which he successfully 
gained approval to have licensed as a Customs warehouse, giving rise to the establishment of 
Botany Bay as a port of entry.

of a p p o in tm e n t o f the  p o rt w ou ld  lead to 
a p ro life ra tion  o f op era tions  s im ila r  to 
S leigh's at B o tany Bay.

T he  Collector, G .F.A. M itche ll's , fin a l 
w ord  on the  request (on 9  N ovem ber 
1 9 3 6 )  read: "The  Port o f Sydney, w ith in  
a few  m iles  o f B o tany Bay, o ffers all the  
necessary fa c ilit ie s  fo r the  discharge o f 
cargo from  overseas, and the  
ap p o in tm e n t o f B o tany Bay as an 
un lim ite d  port is no t w a rra n te d ."

T h a t year, the  a d m in is tra tio n  o f the 
Port o f B o tany Bay w a s  trans fe rred  from  
the  N S W  D ep a rtm e n t o f N aviga tion  to 
the  ne w ly  fo rm ed  M a rit im e  Services 
Board, a body w h ic h  soon a fte r adopted 
a policy to  fos te r th e  d eve lop m en t of the  
port fo r han d ling  o f b u lk  and special 
cargoes, p a rtic u la rly  liq u id  fue ls , and so 
to  d ive rt som e o f the  ta n k e r and o il- 
ligh te r tra ffic  from  th e  busy w ate rs of 
Port Jackson and the  th ic k ly  populated 
res identia l and ind us tria l areas 
su rrou nd ing  th e m .

Despite the  enc ourag em ent afforded 
by th is  po licy o f d ece n tra lisa tio n , it w as 
not un til 1 9 4 8  th a t th e  next m a jo r step 
w as taken  in the  d eve lop m ent o f Bo tany 
Bay as a seaport. B itu m e n  & Oil 
R efineries (A us tra lia ) Ltd (B ora l) had 
opened an o il re fine ry  a t M a tra v ille  and, 
iri M ay o f th a t year, the  firs t tanke r 
arrived in the  port to  d ischarge a cargo 
o f crude o il fo r the  re finery. These 
vessels tied up at the  ta n k e r m oorings 
som e 8 0 0 m  o ff shore , connecting  w ith  a 
sub m a rine  p ipe line  d irect to the  storage 
tanks  at Boral. S h ip p in g  to  serve the 
re fine ry  g rew  to  4 0  vesse ls a year.

1 9 5 5  w as a big year in the  h is to ry  
o f B o tany Bay. A ng lo  U nited  Petro leum  
Ltd, w h ic h  m arke ted  Total petrol, 
estab lished  a storage te rm in a l at 
M a tra v ille  w h ic h  w as a lso served by a 
sub m a rine  p ip e line  from  the  bay 
m oorings. T h is  w as a licensed C ustom s 
w a rehouse  w ith  a Locker in fu ll- t im e  
attendance.

T h a t year, the  huge A ustra lian  Oil 
R e fin ing  Ltd (AO R) re fine ry  (ow ned  by 
Caltex) began op era tions  at K urne ll, and 
w ith  it, a p e rm an en t C ustom s presence 
w ith  the a p p o in tm e n t o f a Sub -C o llec to r 
o f C ustom s fo r B o tany Bay. Before th is ,

sh ip p in g  contro l fo r the  port w as 
affected from  the  C ustom s H ouse in 
Sydney.

AOR estab lished  a bu lk  d is tr ib u tio n  
te rm in a l on the  B an ksm ead ow  foreshore  
to  w h ic h  refined products w ere  conveyed 
by sub m a rine  p ipe line . H.C. S le igh had 
long s ince closed the  Shea's C reek depot 
and b u ilt a fa c ility  at M a tra v ille , w h ic h  
w as  s im ila r ly  served by p ip e line  from  
th e  Kurne ll re finery. As the  years 
progressed, o the r o il com p an ies  set up 
in the  area to be linked  to  the  AOR 
p ip e line  ne tw ork.

W ith  the m assive  port d eve lop m ent 
o f Port B o tany in the  1 9 7 0 s , th e  nexus 
w ith  exc lus ive ly  b u lk  pe tro leum  
m ove m en ts  w as fin a lly  b roken. The  port 
w as  perm itted  by p roc lam ation  under 
th e  C ustom s Act to receive cargo w ith o u t 
restric tion . The  open ing  o f Port B o tany 
saw  fo r a tim e  tw o  sub -co llec to rs  serv ing  
th e  port. The  Sub -C o llec to r Port B o tany 
looked a fte r sh ip p ing  in th a t com p lex, 
and th e  redesignated Sub -C o llec to r 
K urne ll a ttend ing  to C ustom s 
resp ons ib ilities  a t the  re fine ry  and in the 
S u the rland  Sh ire .

D uring  the  1 9 8 0 s , the  C ustom s 
presence at Port B o tany ceased as a 
sub -co llec to ra te  a lthoug h  the  cargo 
con tro l fun c tio n s  rem ained . In A ugust

1 9 9 5 , K urne ll a lso closed as a sub- 
co llec to ra te  w ith  the  C ustom s H ouse in 
P rince C harles Parade being reta ined fo r 
occasiona l C ustom s use.

T he  a b ility  and w illin g n e ss  o f 
C ustom s to  both adapt to, and be at, the  
fo re fron t o f change has been a 
c o n tin u o u s  thread in C ustom s long 
h is to ry . W ith  B otany Bay C ustom s m et 
the  req u ire m en ts  o f com m erce and 
leg is la tive  resp ons ib ilities  and th rough 
m ore  effective  use o f resources w ill 
c o n tin u e  to do so, a lbe it w ith o u t the  
presence th a t the  needs o f ea rlie r tim es  
d ictated.

* Peter Chinn is a former Customs officer, with 
Custom in Sydney for 40 years. After six years of 
retirement, Peter has returned to work on the 
Customs national history project.


