
The decommissioned Joseph
Aspdin aground on Yaquina

Reef off Newport, Oregon. The
unmanned ship drifted from

nearby Yaquina Bay and then
grounded a half-mile north of

the Yaquina channel entrance.

Veterans of WWII
serving as a

breakwater at the
Kiptopeke State Park

in Virginia.
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The blast of the 96-ft deep sea
tug Klihyam’s air horn bounced
off the wooded slopes bordering

Tongue Point and died in a ricochet
of ghostly echoes along the lower
Columbia River in Oregon. One of
the strangest epics in the history of
West Coast seafaring had started.

The Klihyam’s tow, the

This World War II concrete transport
was dogged by misfortune

BY STAN ALLYN

The grounded 364-ft concrete transport proved to be a
thorny problem for the salvagers.

Because they were built of concrete, the ships have withstood
many of the effects of time. The remains of SS Sapona can be
seen in Bimini, The Bahamas. Sapona was commissioned for
WWI but did not see action. Today, its wrecked hull serves as
an attraction for fishermen and divers.

when Rowe slacked the whistle cord
and jotted in the rough log:

1015, 14 March 1948. Underway
with Aspdin.

Rowe rang up Ahead Slow in the
wheelhouse and watched astern as
the bellying tow cable lifted from
the waters of Cathlamet Bay. At the
end of the cable, the Joseph Aspdin
eased slowly from her berth and
was underway on her reluctant
final voyage.

The Klihyam’s 800-hp diesel
engine roared into a noisy staccato
as Rowe increased speed to Ahead
Half. The Aspdin, a white wave
growing at her bow, gathered
headway, then abruptly bumped 
to a stop.

Rowe rang up Ahead Full.
A frothing cataract boiling from

her counter, the big tug strained on
the towline. No good. The Aspdin
was hard aground.

Rowe radioed for assistance.
Shortly, three Maritime Administra-
tion tugs formed alongside, were
secured at strategic positions along
the Aspdin’s hull, and churned full
bore against the transport.

At last the big ship sucked
clear, only to ground again… and
yet again.

“It sounds nuts,” Rowe later de-
clared, “but I’ll swear that damned
Aspdin seemed to have a will of its

mothball fleet in Cathlamet Bay,
just upriver from the Tongue Point
Naval Station at Astoria.

Early in 1948, the Yaquina Bay
Dock and Dredge Company
purchased the 5000-ton transport
and contracted with the Sause
Brothers Ocean Towing Company to
tow her 132-miles down the coast to
Yaquina Bay at Newport, Oregon,
where she was to be stripped of her
gear and sunk as a revetment for a
new dock.

Captain Winthrop A. Rowe, at 29
a veteran of 13-years of Pacific Coast
tow boating, was selected to do the
job with the tug Klihyam. He had a
top record as a tug skipper. A fellow
tug skipper called Rowe the “cattiest
operator in the business.”

The fantastic chain of events began

decommissioned US Army
transport Joseph Aspdin, was
destined to give a big boost to the
ancient sailors’ superstition that
ships have souls — for the 365-ft
transport pulled about every foul
maneuver known to mariners and
finally committed suicide rather
than end her days sunk in the
mud as a dock revetment.

Veteran of World War II service,
the Joseph Aspdin was one of a fleet
of steel-reinforced concrete
steamships built for the
government at Tampa, Florida, in

1944. Since the
end of the war,
she had been
anchored with
the US Maritime

Administration’s


