
Lessons Learned

TANKER / SUPPLY VESSEL COLLISION 
 

 

At 3:46 a.m. on November 24, 1980, at mile 7.7, above Head of Passes in the Mississippi 
River, a chemical tank ship collided with and sank an oil field supply vessel. This occurred just 
below Venice, Louisiana, where the traffic is particularly heavy. The two vessels were in a 
meeting situation, with the tankship outbound. The situation was complicated by the fact that at 
the moment of the collision the tankship was also right at the point of meeting another large 
vessel. This limited the options available to the pilot on the tankship, who feared losing control 
and colliding with the large vessel. 

In the 5 1/2 minutes prior to the collision, the pilot on the tankship ordered or himself executed 
three radio transmissions, three whistle signals, and three course changes, all designed to 
facilitate a safe meeting with the supply vessel. The final whistle signal was a danger signal 
with 10 to 12 blasts, and just after it was given the supply vessel veered under the bow of the 
tankship. A more timely danger signal might have attracted the attention of the crew on the 
supply vessel, but both of the two-whistle signals before the danger signal were ignored. It can 
only be concluded that the crew on the supply vessel was not paying proper attention and that 
a lookout certainly was not posted. The final maneuver of the supply vessel was probably the 
result of panic in extremis.

As a result of the collision, the supply vessel capsized and became impaled keel-first on the 
stem of the tankship, which did not have a bulbous bow. The captain and one of the crew went 
overboard; they were seen and heard in the water but could not be saved. The water 
temperature was 57°F. The other two crewmembers were trapped in their staterooms. One 
drowned immediately; the other found an air pocket in his stateroom and had enough presence 
of mind to use it, in spite of hallucinations caused by a blow to the head received in the 
capsizing. 

The tankship, with the supply vessel wrapped around its bow and unable to drop its anchors, 
eventually grounded at mile 5.2. Coast Guard personnel from Station Venice were checking 
the hull of the supply vessel when the trapped survivor heard them by holding his hairbrush up 
against the hull. He banged on the hull with the hairbrush and anything else within grasp and 
managed to make himself heard. A jack-up vessel with three legs that could be lowered to the 
bottom of the river for support was used to keep pressure on the supply vessel to prevent it 
from dislodging from the bow of the tankship. Around 9:45 a.m. a diver entered the hulk and 
found the survivor, who by this time was shaking violently from the cold. The diver offered him 
a scuba tank, but he was unable to use it. The diver then radioed for a diving helmet, and 
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another diver brought one down. With this equipment and the first diver's help, the survivor 
was brought to the surface, taken to a nearby barge, picked up by a Coast Guard H-3 
helicopter, and flown to West Jefferson Hospital, where he recuperated for several days.

 

Nothing more needs to be said about the need for attentive watchstanding. The 
truly remarkable feature of this case is that the trapped crewman was rescued. 
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