Earnslaw's Eleanor
by
Eyes Right 
Aboard TSS Earnslaw, New Zealand – Her name was Eleanor, a lovely lady of 69 years of age.  She was one of the 10 crew members manning TSS Earnslaw as we steamed across Lake Wakatipu from the Steamer Wharf in Queenstown to the landing 45 minutes away at Walter Peak High Country Farm.  

This is, now, strictly a tourist adventure, but in its glory days in the early 1900's, the Earnslaw was a working steamer carrying supplies to farmers and sheep ranchers in remote locations the length of this picturesque lake here in the central region of South Island.  Queenstown itself has become a prime tourist location, complete with a gondola to take visitors to the top of the mountain above the town. It is a mecca for jet boat adventures, plus all forms of other nearby attractions such as bungee jumping, trout fishing, parasailing, and tandem hang gliding, to name only a few.  Young people come here from not only all over New Zealand, but also Australia and even other far away destinations. There are two casinos here, over 150 restaurants, and many bars, nightclubs, and pubs.

TSS Earnslaw (TSS stands for "Twin Screw Steamer") is unique because it still uses coal as fuel for its steam boilers.  Dense black smoke belches from its twin stacks as it steams across the lake.  Passengers can actually visit the engine room while the ship is steaming (it is extremely unlikely that you could do this in the U.S.) and watch as a crewman shovels coal through four ports directly into the raging fire burning in the furnace.  The flames heat water in the boiler pipes to convert it to steam which then passes through high, medium, and low pressure pistons which drive twin screws to propel the ship.  As with most steam propulsion systems, the steam, which has now lost most of its energy, passes into a condenser where it is cooled and condensed by lake water to return to the boiler to make new steam.  It uses the same engineering principles as the first commercial steamship designed by the American Robert Fulton in 1807.  Nuclear powered ships today also use steam propulsion; the only difference is that instead of the heat in the boiler being generated by burning coal, the nuclear plant obtains its heat from the fissioning of nuclear material.  Earnslow can hold up to 14 tons of coal along with 300 passengers while steaming at a cruising speed of 12 knots.  Her maiden voyage was on October 18, 1892, and, now, just over 100 years later, is one of the few remaining coal powered passenger steamers in the world.  She remains a beautiful vessel - 160 ft in length, and maintained in exquisite condition.  Her local nickname is "Lady of the Lake."

TSS Earnslaw is indeed a "full service" vessel.  Food and beverages are served onboard and the Captain provides narration as the ship steams across the lake.  One of the crew providing drinks was a young, blonde backpacker from Hull in England named Juliette.  She had been a crew member only for two months and was soon leaving to take another temporary job in Australia. (Many of the low-paying jobs in New Zealand - as in Australia - are filled by these young workers on temporary "holiday" visas).

But back to Eleanor.  She was not a temporary worker.  She has been playing piano on Earnslaw for over 14 years.  The piano sits on the back of the main deck and is an electronic Yamaha CP33.  Eleanor told me that she loves her work, and got this gig totally by accident.  She had spent most of her life raising sheep and beef on one of New Zealand's ranches, but when  her children were grown, she came to Queenstown to visit a friend.  When asked what she would like to do for a living, she replied, "Well, I love to play the piano."  Her friend said," You won't believe this, but there they are looking for a new pianist on the Earnslaw!"  The rest, as they say, is history.

I thought you might like to know.
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