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Mariners may deliberate over what all these names have in common. Well, they are all notorious reefs, 

shoals or islands in the South China Sea that cast an arc of danger to the unwary navigator, and which 

over centuries have taken their toll of both ship and sailor. Perhaps it is not common knowledge to 

many but, in certain parts of the South China Sea it is a vast beehive of dangerous ground, strewn with 

reefs, shoals and atolls, which can quickly prove to be the undoing of any inattentive mariner, proven 

over the centuries by the tangible proof of countless shipwrecks scattered throughout the area. None of 

this is made any easier for mariners by the frequent Typhoons and Super Typhoons that regularly rip 

through, especially during the summer months. In short, the South China Sea has gained notoriety for 

the dangers it can create for ships. 

The current day disputes in the South China Sea over “Who Owns What” have changed the geography of 

this area, due mainly to the expansionistic moves of China in claiming sovereignty over almost 

everything in the region. This includes the militarization of many of these islands and shoals with the 

inclusion of numerous man-made islands. Several of these Islands and shoals now have aircraft runways 

and military installations, all of which raises fears of “Freedom of Navigation” and the fundemental 

cause of on-going conflicts between several Asian nations. This has, to some degree, forced changes to 

some traditional shipping routes 

However, this short narrative focuses on the notoriety of only some of the better known of these 

dangers to navigation and just some of the casualties they caused in more recent years, particularly 

1950-60s which was an era of many shipping casualties, caused in part by the advent of Asian shipping 

entrepreneurs and the exponential expansion of their fleets, many manned with inexperienced crews 

There are two main Groups of Islands and atolls in the South 

China Sea, namely; The Paracel Islands and the Spratly Islands. 

The Paracel Group is located in the Northern sector, whilst the 

Spratly Group are in the Southeast, more towards the Philippine 

Islands, both groups bear the skeletons of many ships having 

come to grief on their rocky outcrops, reefs and atolls.  

Another prominent and hazardous feature of the region is that of 

Pratas Island (Dongsha) located about 170 nautical miles more or 

less south of Hong Kong. This small Group consist of one Island, 

two coral reefs and 2 shoals, and falls under the sovereignty and 

administration of Taiwan (Republic of China), although claimed by 



the PRC. Approximately 40 nautical miles to the westward of the Pratas Atoll, lie the adjacent North and 

South Vereker Banks, close to which are located a number of Oil wells and platforms. 

The Pratas Atoll claimed a prominent casualty when the US. Destroyer “Frank Knox” grounded on the 

reef in 1965. Following a difficult salvage operation the ship was refloated and taken to Japan for 

extensive repairs, returning to fleet service in 1966, and Vietnam War deployment. 

Pratas Island has no permanent 

residents, although there are a 

few facilities for fishermen and 

official visitors undertaking 

research. A small airbase and 

runway is located towards the 

Northern end of the island, 

which is used solely for military 

purposes. There are no 

lighthouses or navigation 

beacons of any significance on 

the Island or surrounding 

hazards. This Atoll must be given 

due respect as it lies very close to 

the major shipping routes to 

Hong Kong, Taiwan Straits, 

Japan, Philippines and various 

major Ports in China as well as 

the Northwestern Pacific. 

 Map of South China Sea showing location of the Pratas, Paracel and Spratly Groups including the 

boundaries of disputed sovereignty between respective Asian nations. All known as “Dangerous 

Ground” 

The Paracel Group of Islands (Xisha) is an archipelago consisting of about 130 small islands, islets and 

coral reefs. The archipelago is located about equidistant from the coastlines of Vietnam and the PRC 

(Peoples Republic of China) and half the way between Hainan Island and the Northern Philippines. The 

Crescent Group of islands lie to the west, whilst the Amphitrite Islands lie to the eastern end of the 

archipelago. Hence it lies right in the middle of a direct shipping route between the Singapore and 

Taiwan Straits. The widely spread islands and shoals pose a significant hazard to navigation. Within the 

archipelago is located the deepest sink hole on the planet, the “Dragon Hole” 

A well known danger is Bombay Reef (Pengbojiao) which is considered to be the most southerly and 

notorious reef within the Paracel Group. This has claimed many an unwary mariner over past centuries. 

Bombay Reef is the site of various shipwrecks, many still visible to the eye over a considerable distance 

or on the radar of passing ships. A lighthouse was built by the French in 1980 and is located at the 



southwest end of the reef. The Paracel Islands are administered by the PRC and patrolled by Chinese 

Border officials. 

Lincoln Island is low lying, 1.3 miles long, and situated towards the east of the Island Group and is 

significant because it is one of the few remote Islands where Fresh Water may be found and therefore 

frequented by fishing boats. A well was dug by fishermen seeking fresh water and continues to collect 

water. There is a reasonable anchorage with 10m of water which affords good lea during the North East 

Monsoon period. It is reported that in the south west sector there is a rocky spit extending some 11 

miles offshore. These Island Groups are mainly used as fishing grounds or as strong points by the PRC 

military. Commercial ships give these islands a wide berth. A special lookout is kept by passing ships for 

Pyramid Rock which has an elevation of about 17 feet and is about 7.5 miles southwest of Lincoln 

Island. 

 

 

The Paracel Islands, positioned more or less right on the direct shipping route. 

 

Discovery Reef is the largest single reef in the Crescent Group of the Paracels, being like a horseshoe in 

its structure. It spans 17 miles tip to tip, East to West and 4 miles North to South. There are two deep 

openings into a central lagoon on its South side. The reef is generally always submerged and creates a 

significant hazard to shipping. The notorious “Dragon Hole” lies 17 miles to the southward. 

Macclesfield Banks (Zhongsha) is a submerged group of atolls, reefs and shoals that lies to the east of 

the Paracel Islands, southwest of the Pratas Islands and north of the Spratly Islands. These treacherous 

waters extend over a distance of 80 miles (running southwest – northeast) and have a width of some 43 

miles at their widest point. Consequently it is one of the largest areas of shoal water in the world. 

Macclesfield Banks were named after HMS Macclesfield which ran aground on the shoal in 1804  



 

Scarborough Shoal, which is triangular with a perimeter of about 29 miles, is situated about 123 miles 

west of Subic Bay is part of the disputed area of the South China Sea between the Philippines and China. 

Originally administered by the Philippines, the 2012 stand-off between the Philippines and China 

resulted in China unilaterally assuming administration over the Island, ultimately claiming sovereignty 

and positioning Naval ships to the area. This claim by China was rejected by the International Court of 

Arbitration Tribunal, but ignored by China. Taiwan also claims jurisdiction over the Shoal and is party to 

the dispute. The area is a rich fishing ground frequented by Filipino fishermen and offers limited shelter 

for fishing boats in bad weather. It most definitely warrants a hazard to commercial shipping transiting 

adjacent seas. 

The Spratly Islands are in the southern sector of the South China Sea and hotly disputed as to 

sovereignty, mainly because of their abundant fishing grounds and potential Oil and Gas deposits. It 

forms one of the major archipelagos in the South China Sea and is close to strategic shipping lanes in the 

region. China claims overall sovereignty but this is disputed by both Taiwan and Japan with a partial 

claim from Malaysia and the Philippines. They have a notorious reputation when it comes to shipwrecks. 

The actual Spratly Island is located to the southwest of Dangerous Grounds in the western sector of the 

Spratly Islands. Ladd Island lies to the west and London Reefs to the east. By definition, Dangerous 

Grounds refers to a large section of the Southeastern part of the South China Sea, which encompasses 

the northeastern part of the Spratly Islands and typically, it consists of many low laying islands and cays, 

submerged reefs and breaking reefs, rising steeply from the ocean depths. The numerous islands are 

uninhabited by and large except my military contingents from Malaysia, Taiwan, PRC, Philippines and 

Vietnam.  

Spratly Island is triangular in shape and relatively small. It is under Vietnamese administrators that have 

upgraded facilities in recent years, including the establishment of an airstrip which is fairly short and can 

only accommodate small Vietnamese costal surveillance aircraft. 

Investigator Shoal (not to be confused with North Investigator Shoal) is a coral atoll in the eastern part 

of the Spratlys about 140 miles southwest of the Philippine Island of Palawan and about 130 miles 

northwest of Malaysian Sabah on the Island of Borneo (ex British North Borneo). It forms part of a 

cluster of reefs, including Erica Reef 22 miles to the west and Commodore Reef 26 miles to the 

northeast. Investigator Shoal – This reef claimed an old friend the “MV Thanes Breeze” which grounded 

in 1969 and was declared a CTL. 

In keeping with its expansionistic claims over the Islands of the South China Sea, the PRC has 

constructed various lighthouses on many of the Island it has occupied, far too many to gazette in this 

short essay. Similarly, what were once deserted islets or atolls have now been developed into mini-

harbors or military installation by the Chinese in the quest for what appears overall sovereignty of the 

South China Sea 

 



The Destroyer USS Frank Knox, 

photographed hard aground on 

Pratas Reef, in July 1965.   

Following a difficult salvage 

operation, spanning some 6 

weeks, the vessel was 

eventually refloated and taken 

to Japan for drydocking and 

extensive repairs, upon 

completion of which she 

returned to the US fleet. 

(Unknown) 

 

 

MV. Thames Breeze photographed at happier 

times. She stranded on Investigator Shoal in 

December 1969 whilst on a voyage from 

Shanghai to Ceylon. She was eventually 

declared a CTL. 

 

(Unknown) 

 

 

The “Ripley” which eventually became 

“Thames Breeze” when sold to Far East 

interests. There is no disguising her origins as 

a classic British built tramp ship. A sad ending 

for a vessel which had such refined lines. 

 

(Unknown) 



 

The Philippines “Gregorio del 

Pilar” aground in the Spratly 

Islands on Half Moon Reef, 

which lies about 68 miles from 

the southern point of Palawan 

Island and south of the 

disputed Thomas Shoals.  

 

                                                       (Unknown) 

                                                                                                                                                 

Another of the most controversial and hotly disputed areas in the Spratly Group is the Second Thomas 

Shoal which is another submerged reef. During 1999 the Philippines Government authorized the 

deliberate grounding of their aging Tank Landing Craft “Sierra Madre” to create an outpost and Filipino 

presence on the reef, in support of their claim of sovereignty. A small military contingent is stationed on 

the dilapidated ship. 

 

A satellite image of the “Sierra 

Madre” showing it firmly 

stranded on the Second Thomas 

Shoal. The image was taken Ca 

2015. 

 

(Unknown) 

 

 

 

Another view of the “Sierra Madre” 

aground on the Second Thomas Shoal – not 

going anywhere in a hurry! 

 

(Unknown) 



 

October 6th, 1958 the Norwegian cargo passenger ship “MV. Hoi Wong”, whilst on passage from 

Swatow to Singapore carrying 130 deck passengers, ran aground on the northeast side of Bombay Reef. 

The ship stranded in rough seas which made the evacuation of passengers impossible. The USS Helena, a 

cruiser, came to her aid and airlifted all 130 passengers to safety using her helicopter. The USS Helena 

then proceeded to Hong Kong where the passengers were safely landed.  

 

 

                                                                                                                                     (Unknown)  

The MV Hoi Wong pictured well and truly stranded on Bombay Shoal in the Paracel Islands. The USS 

Helena can be seen in the Background together with the iconic Hong Kong Salvage Tug, “Taikoo” in 

attendance. 

This is only a snippet of the groundings and stranding in the “Dangerous Grounds” of the South China 

Sea, but as is obvious, it is a place where accurate navigation is absolutely essential when transiting 

these dangerous waters to avoid the dangers that lurk just below the surface. 

End 
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