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U. S. Coast Guard "MV : ,
Headquarters - 14 August, 19 '
washington 25, D. C, File:{SIONAL HILL ﬁ% )

"From: Acting Chief, Merchant Vessol Inspection Division

To: Commandunt
Vie: aActing Chief, Office of Merchant larine Safety

Subj: Marine wa.d of Investigation; sinking of fishing vessel SIGNAL HILL in -
CataliraChannel, California, on 10 June, 1950, with loss of life.

1. Pursuant to the provisions of Title 46 C.F.R. Part 136, the. racord of
the Marine Board convened to investigate subjoct casualty, touather with its B
Findings of Fact, Opinions and Recormendetions, has been reviewed and iz for- L
warded herewith.

2. The Motorieat SIGNAL TILL, 14.86 gross ions, a con Lgd 1,CVP bhuilt

1944 was documented as & commercial fishing vessei. At or about 0500, 10 June,
1950, the SIGNAL HILL with eizhteen mele passengers for hire and two crew meme
bers on board departed from Long Beach, Galifornia, on a fishing excursion.
Following failure of the bait tank the $IGNAL 1ILL at 1600 departed from
Catalina Island for return to the mainland. jhen halfway between Catalina
Island and the mainland the sea became choppy and due to free waler in the
vessel topetlier with open ports in thé machinery space through which additional
water was shipped, the engine room became flooded and the vesssl foundered at
about 1655 at which time the vessel was abandoned. The survivors were rescued
at or about 1900. As a result of this casualty the following persons aboard
the SIGNAL NMILL lost their life.

D

Joseph Ae. Robinson, Master
ill iam Pelletier, Passenrer

Jimmy Roberts, Passenger

John J. Singer, Pussenger - |

3. The Tourd madse the following Findings of Fact:

*(1) The Motortoat SIGNAL NILL, official No. 2567836 of 14.86 gross =
tons, was an uninspected commercinl fishing vessel whose crew was not
required to be licensed or certificated by the Coast Guard. Permanent
License No. 280, issued ly the Collector of Customs at l.os Angeles,
California, on 10 June, 1949, permitted the vessel to he employed in
the Mackerei Fishery for one year. This license indicated that the
SIGNAL HILL, (&x LCVP C-30211).0f Los Angeles, was tuilt in the ysar
1344 at Horth Tonawanda, New York. Previous to documentation, the
characted-of the vessel had besn altered by having a conventional bow,
with a rgked stem; added; the cockpit. decked over; a pilothouse added
above the new main deck; port holes, two on each side, installed in - :
tneahull, in the Wway of the unpine room, apprnx:.mtaly 8 inches below

the main deck; and & watertizht bulkhead installed between the engine

room and the fomard cabin.
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(2) The vessel was eguipped with a, 250 horgepower, Hudson Inveder
engine; one, 3 horsepower, Wriggs and Stratton motor connected to a
pump which circulated water in the bait tank, und to a bilge pump.
A btoit tank, of approximately 300 gallons capacity, was carried on
the main deck directly over the main-ongine hatch. The vessel was
also equipped with a two-way rudiotelephone.

(3) Customs Form No. 1268 (Fxhibit 3) dated 12 May, 1942, issued at
los Angeles. California, lists T\, N. Ottele asz master and J. A.Robinsan
and ./ N. Ottole, each as half owner. Customs Form Fo. 1311 (FExhibit 4)
datod 9 Junuary, 1950, issued at J.os Angeles, California, lists a
change of masters from i,. N. Ottele to J. 4. Robinson. 1liilliam N.Ottele,
the .. N. Nttele listed on the Customs documents, claimed that some-
time in Octobor, 1949, he relinquished his interest in the SIGNAL WILL
to his purtner, Joseph A. Robinson, when it was found that the vessel
neodod & new motor which he was unable to contribute toward, and that
this prompted ihe change in masters as reflected in Customs Form 1311,
rr. Ottele also claimed that he had no further knowledge of, or interest
in, the operation of the vessel after this time.

(4) Sometime previous to 10 June, 1950, & proup of employees of tha
Paramount Steel Corporation, long Mach, California, plamed a fishing
trip for the employees of that plant. The orgenizers of the party were
Fenneth L. Van Horn andialbert G. LeHanc. ‘l'r. Van Jlorn, being acquainted
with the managing owner of the SIGEAL IIL].,, Joseph A. Robinson, arranged

" with ¥r. Robinson, whom he knew to be carrying charter partics, for u

trip to Catalina Island aboard the SIGMAL FILL on 10 June, 1950, for a
stipulated fee of (100 for a party of 20 or less members.

(5) At or akout 5:00 a.m. on 10 June, 1850, a purty of 18 men met at
llopkins Landing, long Beach, Cal ifornia, and boarded the SIGNAL JILL.
The mmor/operator, Joseph 4. Robinson wus aboard the vessol at the
timo; and Alvis i+ Ottele, & brother of iW.llliam N. ottele, wus aboard
as a crew member. (Alvis N. Ottele claimed thmt he was not paid for
his services on this trip, tut merely went along for the outing.) The
SIGWAL, TITLL left Mopkins Landing at or about 6:00 a.m., and procueded
to Lhe southeast end of Catalina Island, urriving there nt or ulout
$:00 a.m. The party fislied at various poinis off the southeast end of
the island until approximetely 3:00 p.m., at which time the veoagel wus
close to Lhe entrance of Avalon Ty, Catalina Island.

(6) At or about this time tho water in the it tank was discovercd
to %e low, and, on examination, it was found that a hose coupling in

the circulating pipeline to the bait tank, just below tlie main dock,

hud come apart, and water from the tank had drained inte the bWilge of
he ongine compartment. An effort was made to pump the water out of

the bilge with the hMlpge pump, but the bilge pump was found to be

' inoparative. The pump to the circulaling line was therefore disconnected

and uscd to pump the water out of the bilge. Since the Wit could not
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be kept alive without circulating water, it was decided ty the party
to return to Long Beach; so, shortly after 3:00 p.m., the SIGNAL FILL
ot underway and headed back toward Long Beach at a speed of altout 11
knots. The weather ut this time was clear end calm, with a light
northwesterly breeze and unlimited visibility.

(7) About a half hour later, when the vessel passed ocut of the lee
of Catalina Island, the wind increased from the northwest and seas

and swells bescame heavier, causing the SIGFAL HIIL to assume a siar-
board list of from 10 to 15 degrees and spray to treak across the deck
over the port side. The operator of the vessel, Josoph A. Kobinson,
thereupon ducreased speed to about § knots and requested the passengers
to stay on the port side of the vessel to correct the list. Seversl
passengers bacame seasick as a result of the rough sea and went dowm
into the forward cabin to lie down in the bunks located there. iiater,
seoping throurh the overhead deck planking, however, caused some of
these men Lo return to the weather deck. Shortly after this Kemmeth
I.. Van Horn, one of the passengers, opered the hatch to the engine
room and noted that the water in the bilpe was 6 to 8 inches hipgher
than it wus when the vessel left the vicinity of Avalon. e notified
the operator of the boat of the condition, and the operator gave in-
structions for the crew member, Alvis Ottele, to check the bilge pump.

(8) Teslimony as to what happened at this point was conflicting, for
Van Horn claimed that Ottele went down into the engine room and found
that the pump would not take a suction; Ottela, however, claimed that
he was never in the engine room at any time. Van Horn then advised
Robinson to either return to Catalina or to call the Coust Guard.
Robinson, thereupon, decided that, since the SIGIAL HILI. was approxie-
mately halfway between Avalon and lLonz Beach, there was no point in
returning to Avalon; so continued on toward Long Ruch. At or about
this time the cngjine stopped, Wut, when the starier tutton wus pushed
the vngine started again and ran for about O minutes longer when it
failed completely.

{v})  afrter ihe motor stopped, one of the party members looked over -
the starboard side and found that the starboard port holes to the
engine room were open and the water enterine the ancine room was coming
through these ports. Too much weter had entered the engine room by
this time to permit a person to enter it to close the ports.  The party
members therefore donned life-preservers while the operator, Joseph A.
Robinson, called the Coast Guard Yy radiotelephone and informed the
Coast Guard that the SIGFAL WIlL was in a sinking condition. Betwoen
calls to the Coast Guard, Robinson assured the party members that the
vessel would not sink because of the watertight tulkhead “etwoen the
enzine room and the forward cahin. Vihen the engine room filled with
water, however, the main deck settled below the surface and water
started pouring down the hatch into the forward cadin. Mr. Robinson
then, at or about 4:53 p.m., informed the Coast Guard that the SIGAL
HILL was sinking and that the party was abandoning ship. In explaining
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the location of the CIGHAL, HILL, Mr. Robinson gave conflicting reports.
One report indicated that the vessel was halfway betwesn Avalon and
long RSuch, another, that the vessel wus tearing 530 degrees, 10 miles
distance, from the southeast point of Catalina Island. The SIGNAL
HILL sank about 2 minutes after it wus abandoned, in approximste Lati-
tude 33929.3' N. Jongitude 118%51.1* T.

{(10) The Duty Officer at Coast Guard Operations Search and Rescue
Control Center was informed, almost immediately, by the Commanding
Officer of the CGC MORRIS, that the MORRIS, which waa returning to

Los Angeles Jlarbor from Avalon with a fishing bout in tow, had inter=
copted the distress call from the SIGNAL NILL and was dropping its tow
to proceed to the SIGNAl HILL's assistance. The Duty Officer thereupon
ordered the CG 83452 at Newport Bsach to proceed to the scene and sesrch
for survivors. The CG B3452 departed from Newport Beach at or about

5:5b p.m. The Duty Officer also alerted the CG 83320 in San Pedro Harbor
to standly for further orders.

(11) At or about 4:57 p.m., & PR, Coest Guard Aircraft No. 84414,
returning to San Diego from San Pedro, was notified by the Coast Guard
Air Station at San Diepo that the SEGNAL RIIL was halfway betwnen
Catalina Island and San Pedro und sinking tast. The PBI 844148
proceeded to the vicinity indicated, and contacting the CGC MORRIS,
coordinated its search procedure with the MORRIS, using the MMORRIS us

o bagse. At or alout 6;16 p.m., the Commanding Officer of the P B! 84414
roquested a replacement plane Irom San Diego when he discovered that '
his fuel supply was low, tut remained in the search area until another
plane arrived from San Diego. The San Diego Air Statlon, in the mean-
timo, alerted another plune crew and also requested assistance from

the Naval Air Station at Alamftos, California. The Naval Air Station
immediatoly sent a flight of 8 fighter planes and one JRB, twin engine
mecheralt, to search the area.

pon

(12) AY or about 5:4b p.m,, & Norwegian freighter, the M/V WINDAYGER,
loft }os Angeles flartor bound for Rienaventurs, Colombie. A% or about
7:00 p.m., the HINDALGER sighted the survivors of the SIGNAJL. RILl. in
the waler and lowered a lifeboat, reaching them at or about the same
time the GG 83452 arrived in the vicinity. The HINDANGEX's lifeboat
plcked up 16 men from the water, 2 of whom subsequently succumbed from
drowning or exposure, and the CG 834b2 picked up 4 men from the water,
2 of whom later succumbed from drowning or exposure. The NINDANGER
returned to San Pedro with its survivors and was met on arrival at the
dock by doctors and ambulances to care for those in need of medical
assistence. The (G 83452 returned to Newport Meuch and, enroute, crew
members applied artificial respiration to the 2 survivors vho appeared
to be unconscious. On arrival at Newport Beach, however, a doctor who
toarded the vessel, pronounced the 2 men dead.
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(13) The entire party of 20 pussengers and crew members was recovered
from thoe water, 4 of whom died from drowning or exposurc. The casu~
alties wore as follows: Joseph A. Robinson, apge 43, owner/operator,
2435 lemon Ave., Long Feach, California; william Pellclier, uge 24,
1849 Myrtle Ave., Long Peach, California, Jimmy Roberts, age unknown,
1902 Stanley Ave., long Bsach, Californis; and John J. Singer, age
unknown, 246b Pusadena Ave., long Teach, California. Two of the party,
Robtert Laters, passenger, and Alvis Ottele, crew member, were hospital-
iged, ut oach is expected to recover.

(14) The 1ife preservers carried aboard the SIGIAL HILL wore Cosst
Guard approved, cork type, life-preservers from wur salvage stock.
The canvas coverings of these life-preservera were a slate gray color
that blended with the water, making them difficult to detect.

(1¥)  U. S. Coast Guard records failed to reveal that a license to
operate motortoats had ever been issued to Joseph A. Robinson."

The Board expressed the following Opinions:

"(1) The Notortoat SIGYAL WILL sank as u result of water entering the
port holes of the engine room which had baen negligently lef't open.

(2) The Motortoat SIGNAL WII1. was carrying passengers in viclation
of its Custom’s license. :

(3) The operator of the SIGMAL HILI, Joseph A. Robinson, violated _
the Motorboat Act of April 25, 1940, 46 UsSC, 526f, by carrying passens
gers for hire without holding a license for such service.

(4) The stabllity of the SIGNAL HIIL was questionable inasmuch as
it assumed and retained a heavy list to starboard during normal
weather conditions and was, therefore, unsuitable for carrying passen-
gers. . .

(o) nillian N. Ottels, who is lisied on Custom's documents as a

half owner of the SIGNAI, FIIL, was negligent in failing to change
Custom’s records to reflect true ownership of the vessel, lut was
unaware that the vessel was boing used for illegal purposes and was

not responsible for its operation. : , \/

{6) Coast Guurd rescue efforts might have been more effective if
conflicting position reports had not been broadcast or if the lifee
preservers, which were used by the survivors, had been of a more
appropriate color." :

The Ward made the following Recommendations:

"(1) It is recommended that ne action be taken against William H.
Ottele, who was listed as co-owner on Gustom's documents since he
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apparontly had no control over the operation of the vessel.

(2) It is recommended that Coast Guard boarding officers check the
documents of vessels carrying charter parties to determine whether
they are licensed for such servico; and, if the owner is operating the
vaessel, to datermine whether the owner has a motortoat operator's 1i-
cense for such service. :

(3) Since the owner/bperator of the ﬁ/ﬂ SIGNAL RILL is decewmsed, it -
is recommended that no further sction Y& taken and that the case be
cloged.”

RiMARKS

G. Opinion 6 of the. Poard indicates that had the survivors in the water
been {itted with life preservers of a mom appropriate color, their rescue
would have been greatly facilitated., In this connection, it should be obe
served that after 30 Octobter, 1948, all life preservers manufactured for
marine use under Coast Guard approval are required to be Indian orange in
color. This color wag detormined Lo be most effective for spotting persons
in the sea after exhaustive tests of the various possible colors. for such
purpose. :

Te wecommendation 2 of the Beard suggests that Coast Guard boarding officers
check documents of vessels carrying charter parties teo determine that such
vessols are appropriately documented for such service and to insure that the
operator is properly licensed.

8. The Coast Guard boarding manual, 1931, as supplemented by Commandant’s
Circular 23-48 of 1L November, 1948, contains instructions with respect to the

“hourding of vessela to insure that e vassel is engared in the trade for vhich

it is documenied; thei all motorbosis currying passengers for hire sre in

charge of & licensed operator and that vessels are in conformity with applicable
safoty statutes and regulations thereunder. It is the opinion of this Division
that conformance with such instructions as indicated by the Board®s recommenda~
tions is of utmost importance in the interest of safety of life at sea.

9. Subject to the foregoing remarks, it is recommended that the Findings
of Fact, Opinions and Recommendations of the Marine Mard of Investigation be
approved.

-

P. A. OVENDEN
P. A. OVE"DEN
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From: Chiof, Office of Merchant Marine Safety
To: Commandant

Forwarded, recommerding approval.

A. C. SFLPHIARD
H. C. SI'HPHEARD

APPROVED - 7 September, 1540

TERLIN OYNNILL

/“'\- VERLIN O°NZILT,
Vice Admiral, U, S, Coast Guard
Conmandant
o 7 -
f\




