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South West Rocks is North East of most of us in Sydney or the Central Coast – but probably got its name from the safest mooring, near the rocks, south west of Laggers Point (the point on which Trial Bay Gaol is built). Trial Bay was named after a brig, The Trial, which was stolen and wrecked by convicts in 1816 in the bay.  Arakoon was originally established as the township on Trial Bay in 1866, but by 1889, South West Rocks had become a popular bathing resort and is still the largest settlement.
Twenty-three members (and a couple of canine family members) attended the gathering at Horseshoe Bay van park, directly on the beach – in 11 vans (and 1 cabin – although Bob Corbett reckons his vehicle could have towed it away easily).  Most were there for 6 days, but some took advantage of a free pay-6 stay-7 offer.  As South West Rocks is over 400km from Sydney, several members had a seaside stop-over on the way at various spots.

Our newest members, Rosita and Bill Elloy, were able to secure a last minute cancellation, and joined us for 3 nights over the weekend – and got the best location in the whole park, looking over the park and beach with nobody in front of them.
Annie Hall had prepared a comprehensive itinerary and list of optional local attractions.  This was in addition to the daily happy ‘hour’ in the park or at the Corbetts’ cabin.  Quite a few people visited the local, quaint, ‘South West Roxy’ cinema during their free time, or the handy Maritime Museum set in the original river pilot’s cottage, built in 1902. 
Most of us toured the historic Trial Bay Gaol on the Thursday.  This scenic ruin is positioned on a spectacular site, next to a lovely beach, on a scenic headland - more suited to a luxury resort than a gaol. In fact with the addition of a bit of roofing and a pool, it would be a resort!  
In 1861 a plan was formed to construct a breakwater off Laggers Point to make Trial Bay a harbour, using prison labour for the construction, with a prison established specifically for that purpose. In 1877 work on the gaol commenced and in 1886 it was proclaimed a prison and inmates moved there.  Only 300 metres (of 1500m) was ever made, using  the same granite as used in the gaol buildings, quarried from the nearby hill. In 1898 and 1899 new wings were built on the prison, suggesting work was intending to continue, but in 1903 it was abandoned. 

Our visitors had a great time exploring the grounds, and the cells – taking it in turns to intern each other (briefly). We met the current inmates – a selection of dummies illustrating the spartan conditions, and of course the kangaroo family responsible for keeping the beautiful lawns trimmed.

In 1915 the gaol was reopened to hold German wartime internees – but they were moved to Sydney in 1918. This was the last use made of the prison and it was stripped and fixtures (including the roof – see previous comments…) sold off in 1922.  Several members took the Monument Hill bushwalk from the gaol which passes an obelisk built to commemorate four internees who died. It was blown up by vandals in 1919, but rebuilt in 1960. The walk also passes two gunpowder bunkers for use at the quarry - one of those was blown up the night before the monument!  

On 13 May 1770, Captain James Cook observed smoke from a fire on a mountain which he named Smoky Cape. The headland in front of the mountain is now the location of Smoky Cape Lighthouse, where 15 of us enjoyed a private guided tour by Pat – who lives in one of the lighthouse cottages with his wife, and ‘tends’ the light.  Running tour groups looks like much harder work in these days of electricity, and internet-based remote monitoring of the working hardware.  
While this lighthouse building is only 17.4m high, its light is the highest above sea level in Australia. This was noticed by some of the group as we struggled up the 140 metre high headland from the carpark. Alvin and Valerie got a lift with Pat in his golf buggy, but then they climbed with the rest of us to the top to the lookout platform for the spectacular views along the coastline. 
Kevin Spencer and Mike Hall had brought their (folding) bicycles – and enjoyed a scenic and safe bike-track trip to the Gaol later in the week. Mike even rode back to Smoky Cape Lighthouse, but does not recommend it due to the hills! Perhaps more members could bring bicycles to future gatherings?

In 1972, a Sydney Harbour showboat, Sydney Queen, and the former Newcastle car ferries Lurgurena and Koondooloo, were wrecked on Main Beach after breaking free from their moorings in heavy storms (they were being towed by one tug to Phillipines for scrapping). Elements of all three vessels were salvaged, but the hull of Sydney Queen filled with sand and could not be removed. It was eventually burned to the waterline to remove the obstruction from the surf beach.  Some members strolled along the beach where now you can see 3 posts protruding about a metre above the waves, and a small stick almost underwater, but marked with a buoy.  

Many members went to Kempsey on the Saturday morning to the monthly markets along the river, and then took advantage of our $1 group discount at the excellent Kempsey Regional Museum. It was noted that you could also get the same discount just by presenting a concession card…

Sunday morning included a bacon and egg roll breakfast at the van park provided by the local Rotary group. Several groups walked over the lagoon on the footbridge to the long beach to the ‘new’ break wall and river entrance and back. Some claimed to have started before the breakfast, but there was nobody to confirm they had actually done it. 

As Monday was most people’s last full day we had a lunchtime sausage sizzle at the excellent council facility in the adjacent park, and then after happy ‘hour’ a smorgasbord group dinner at the local Country Club. On Tuesday morning most members packed and left (quietly) – without disturbing the last two remaining couples from their sleep-in.
Did I mention that the daytime weather was perfect the whole time, with many of us taking a swim – while the Sydney region was suffering heavy rains?    Annie and I enjoyed being hosts for this gathering – particularly as she did all of the research!
