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While we flock to beaches 
around the state, one will stay 
deserted. 

Words Peter Barrett 
Photography Ross Bird 

UNEXPLODED BOMBS 
DO NOT 

TOUCH ANYTHING 
IT MAY EXPLODE AND 

KILL YOU 
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It's a sunny day at Point Nepean. A light northerly tickles 

the grey-tinged coast rosemary and a sooty oystercatcher 

forages at the high-tide mark. Nearby, the beach outside 

Portsea pub is packed with holidaymakers but this stretch 

information 

and explosive ordnance waste. Teoh has come across about 

a dozen pieces, including bullets and grenades. 

"I'm not scared because I've got quite a lot of confidence 

in the assessments that have gone on before me," he says. 

of sand, part of a former officer training school, is empty: not a "I've got a fairly clear indication of when things are dangerous 

single towel or sun-seeker in sight. It's easy to see why. A sign and not necessarily going to explode just on contact." 

on the barbed-wire fence spells it out: "Danger/Unexploded For thousands of years, the Boonerwrung people would 

bombs/Do not touch anything/It may explode and kill you." come to the grassy dunes overlooking the sea at Point 

The first fort was built on Point Nepean in 1884 and the 

Australian Army used about 205 hectares of land as a firing 

range for cadet and officer training until 1998, when Point 

Nepean was decommissioned. Soldiers practised charging 

up the dunes, shooting rifles into the scrub and hurling live 

grenades into the undergrowth. 

The Commonwealth handed the land back to the 

State of Victoria in 2006 and embarked on a $2-million, 

10-year clean-up, in partnership with Parks Victoria. 

Eventually, once the bombs are gone, most of this land will 

be open to the public as national park. The beach, however, 

will likely ~emain closed for safety reasons and to preserve 

ecologically significant areas such as fragile cliffs and 

Nepean to feast on the abalone, limpets and turban shells 

they gathered at low tide. Parts of vast middens - the 

mounds of shell waste they left behind - can be seen 

where the dunes have eroded. Parks Victoria wants to return 

the land to its pre-European settlement state, when forests 

of sheoaks dominated the landscape. Whalers, sealers and 

tan-bark merchants were the first white people to arrive, in 

the late 1700s. Then came fishermen and lime burners, 

who cut down the woody sheoaks to fuel kilns, which 

transformed quarried limestone (calcium carbonate) 

into quicklime (calcium oxide), used in construction. Since 

then, tea-tree and imported weeds such as the purple

flowered South African myrtle-leaf milkwort (Polyga/a 
dunes. The Department of Defence is combing the sand myrtifolia) have taken over. Parks Victoria hopes that some 

for unexploded shells and grenades, which are removed or wildlife will return, including the long-nosed bandicoot and 

detonated on-site in covered pits. the white-footed dunnart, both of which are endangered. 

Ranger Victor Teoh, pictured left, who is managing the It's difficult to imagine anyone treading the pristine 

project, says that 85 hectares of the range may contain the sands of this beach, but careful inspection reveals a 

unexploded ordnance. To date, Australian Defence contractors footprint, half washed away by the surf. Victor Teoh explains 

have removed 60 items (including armour-piercing anti- that despite the signs, fines and threat of prosecution, 

tank rockets, shoulder-fired rockets and mortar rounds) some surfers value a break more than their lives. 
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While most people have packed up their sandwiches 

and gone home, there's one party still in full swing, 

50 metres offshore. It's a warm, still summer evening in 

Half Moon Bay at Black Rock and the Inca Princess, a very 

sleek and very white luxury motor yacht, is at anchor. 

Aboard, owner Malcolm Watkins and friends are playing 

cards; later, they'll watch a DVD on his 76-centimetre 

widescreen television before turning in to their private cabins 

to be lulled to sleep by the gentle lapping of waves against 

the hull. In the morning, they will motor back to New Quay 

marina at Melbourne's Docklands, where the boat is berthed 

alongside dozens of other pleasure palaces. 

Watkins, 43, is an executive director of Australia's 

largest mortgage broker, the Australian Finance Group. His 

boat is an 18:p-metre (61-foot) motor cruiser worth about 

$2.5 million. "It's definitely a growing market," says Graham 

Stephens, who co-runs Yarra's Edge Yachts at Waterfront City, 

Docklands. "People are living on the water and they look out of 

their front window and look down on the marina - before long, 

they'll say, 'Gee, I want one of those.' That's how it happens." 

Over the past five years, he has seen sales in larger boats 

quadruple. An "entry-level" craft, such as a brand new 

21-metre Sealine 60, costs $2.6 million, he says. Then there 

are the optional extras, including an upgraded navigation 

They have Versace interiors, 
built-in spas and cost $7500 
to fill up. Peter Barrett ventures 
aboard the floating palaces 
where bigger is, well, bigger. 

system (up to $200,000 on a superyacht), satellite 

communication (up to $100,000), a jet boat to ferry guests 

back and forth ($60,000) and a couple of power-skis ($20,000 

each). Melbourne has a flotilla of up to a dozen of these "white 

boats" around the 20-metre mark; one of the largest of these 

is Rendezvous, which has five cabins, sleeps 10 and has 

air-conditioning, several televisions, an oven, a dishwasher, 

a Bose sound system and three spas, including one on the 

bow. Mostly berthed at New Quay at Docklands, it is owned 

by Mount Eliza businessman Gene Neill, 40, who bought it as 

a birthday present to himself in 2006 for about $3 million. It is 

his tenth, and largest, in a string of boats. His wife, Simone, 

has added a few interior touches including several Versace 

cushions and an ottoman that cost more than a decent used 

car. Neill also upgraded the electrics, renovated the bar and 

added a 75-horsepower rigid inflatable tender on the back 

after the old jet boat fell off. 

Early on a Saturday morning, Neill is feeling a little worse 

for wear after a night wining and dining with friends at the 

Steakhouse, his favourite restaurant at New Quay. "Being on 

the water's just very relaxing," he says. "You work hard - it's 

just good to get on the boat. It's a bonding thing, too, when 

you're with family." Also on board are three of Neill's four 

children and a friend of his eldest son, 15-year-old Robert. ➔ 
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Port Phillip Bay is no Monaco, or Sydney Harbour, for that 

matter. So where does one go in Melbourne with a jolly nice 

boat? Destinations for the Neill family include Queenscliff, 

Mornington and Geelong. They usually motor down to one 

of these spots and stay at least a night or two, eating at local 

restaurants and sleeping on board. 

Neill clearly enjoys being captain of his own ship and, 

as he brings it gently to rest against the marina after our small 

voyage to Bolte Bridge and back, he issues commands to Rob 

and Simone, who scramble along the marina to secure the 

"People are living on the water 
and they look down on the 
marina - before long, they'll 
say, 'Gee, I want one of those."' 

ropes. A big family is handy with a boat like this. "It's actually skipper Ned Files, from the helm of another white boat berthed 

fun to drive," he says, operating a set of remote controls from at Yarra's Edge marina. Files has been in the marine industry 

just outside the flybridge. "It's like a toy, you know?" for eight years, and a year ago started a luxury boat crewing 

Neill's boat, with a 5000-lilre tank, can cost him about and skippering business, High Tide Boat Crewing. He won't 

$7500 to fill up. A daytrip to Sorrento and back costs about reveal the name of the owner of the unnamed boat we are 

$600 in fuel. Then there are the annual costs: up to $6000 on, an 18-metre Manhattan 60 built by the British company 

to service two engines, berthing at a marina ($15,000) and a Sunseeker and worth more than $4 million - discretion is 

good cleaner ($600 per month). By our calculations, paying important in his line of work. "It's the unwritten code," he says. 

for a cleaner, that works out to be just over $900 for a day's "It sounds more sordid than ii is." 

boating, not including the cost of the boat in the first place. Files says, for most boat owners, escaping on the high 

If you add the other ongoing costs on a $3-million boat, you seas is simp\y a chance to "down-gear". This particular boat 

are looking at $1800 for a day on the bay. offers an all-leather interior with cream suede ceilings, plasma 

Neill is one of the few luxury boat owners we contacted TV (of course), dishwasher, washing machine and drier and a 

who was happy to be identified. Most of these (uniformly fuel tank that takes up to 3500 litres (diesel fuel costs between 
wealthy) individuals like to keep their a~airs on the water strictly $1.50 and $1.90 per litre). 

private. We were unable to sneak a peek aboard the biggest _ . But some boats are prac\ically floating offices, with 

boat berthed at New Quay, the 45-metre Texas, believed to •·· sciphisticated'communic?tions systems that allow owners 

be owned by businessman Solomon Lew, and sleeps 12 with to do business while at sea - or at least to claim they are 

a crew of six plus a captain. doing business. So next time you hear, "He's just in a meeting," 
"What happens on the boat stays on the boat," says check it isn't with a mermaid. (m) 
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