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The soft coral, of
many different
vibrant colours,
covered almost all
the main features of
the wreck, so that
the main
components of the
vessel seemed they
had been sculpted
out of the brightest
flowers available on
the planet.
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from the Glenelg; Mark
Ryan, Martin Tozer and

Peter Taylor with a
plate from the Glenelg;

and a copy pic of the
SS Glenelg, taken in

1879. The wreck of the
ship was discovered in
2009. Photos: Andrew

Sheargold/Terry
Cantwell/Southern
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Whitmore Diving

deep to
the past

Gordon Fyfe visited the sunken ship on
which his great-grandfather died more than

100 years ago, Lucy Baker writes

T
o be able to touch the
wreck of the ship one’s
great-grandfather went
down with 110 years ago,
is a rare privilege that

one Canberran man received this
year.

Gordon Fyfe’s great-
grandfather, David Fyfe, was the
chief engineer on the SS Glenelg,
the cargo schooner, which sank in
the Bass Strait during a storm on
March 25, 1900.

The iron steamer sank during its
regular coastal run carrying wool,
timber and paying passengers
from Bairnsdale to Melbourne,
having foundered suddenly after
leaving Lakes Entrance.

Just six hours after leaving port,
a hurricane crossed its path. In all,
just three people survived – with
31 lives lost and many bodies
never found, to the grief of the
families. Fyfe’s great-grandfather,
along with the captain and first
mate, had, his descendant
believes, decided to go down with
the ship.

The sinking of the Glenelg
became one of the worst Victorian
maritime tragedies. Then the
questions began. There were a
number of possible causes of the
sinking, but the official inquiry
was unable to establish the exact
reason for the tragedy.

So when the SS Glenelg was
found by a dive team on June 28
last year, the Fyfe family as with all
families of those lost, wanted
some answers.

‘‘Nobody knows why she sank,’’
says Martin Tozer, one of the dive
team’s researchers at the time of
the find.

‘‘We suspect that some timber
poles broke free in the extreme
conditions and pierced the hull.’’
Another theory, he added, was that
the ship’s stern plate cracked
under pressure.

The news of SS Glenelg’s
discovery caused great excitement
in the Fyfe home in Canberra.

‘‘To me, the discovery was a
thrilling development, as it also
was to other descendants of those
who perished in the tragedy,’’ Fyfe
says.

‘‘It was another piece in the
jigsaw that is family history.’’

Together with his wife, Fyfe
decided to learn how to dive in
order to go down and see the
wreck for himself.

He began contacting the team
involved in finding the SS Glenelg,
and discovered more about the
process of meticulous study that
had led to the triumphant
discovery.

Unknown to Fyfe, a hardy team
of maritime research divers at
Southern Ocean Exploration, a
not-for-profit organisation
dedicated to the exploration and
preservation of Australia’s
maritime heritage, had been
searching for the SS Glenelg for
more than three years.

Mark Ryan is the organisation’s
co-founder.

‘‘We spent over two years
researching the records and
archives in an attempt to narrow
down the search area,’’ he says.

‘‘We found the ship on only our
second trip out to sea, with a little
bit of luck.’’

Team researcher Peter Taylor
extended the planned search grid
with only a couple of hours of
search time left.

During that time, team
researchers Peter Taylor and
Martin Tozer studied every piece
of CSIRO data, pored over naval
surveys and historical anecdotes –
until they were finally sure they
had found the mother lode: the
correct coordinates of the lost
ship.

For the team, jubilation soon

turned to frustration as conditions
made the search a challenge.
Added to this, the work had to be
done in secret as there was
concern that treasure hunters
might loot the SS Glenelg for relics.

Back in 2009, the timing of the
discovery was propitious. The SS
Glenelg was already in the mind of
Ian Boyd, of Mount Macedon in
Victoria, who was busy arranging
for the erection of a memorial at
Lakes Entrance.

Fyfe first contacted Mark Ryan,
to express his gratitude for the
work the team had done.

‘‘In a subsequent meeting with
him, I enquired about what is
involved in learning to dive,
because that whole field was a
mystery to me – I enjoy being on
the water; I hadn’t been in the
water for decades; and I had no
familiarity whatever with being
under the water,’’ Fyfe says.

‘‘Mark, who is also involved in
diver training through the
company, Aquability, made the –
to my mind, extraordinary – claim
that, if I started training with him
on a Monday, he could have me
diving at the wreck on the Friday!’’

It was an astonishing
proposition for any landlubber to
contemplate – that Fyfe could go
from having no underwater
experience, to diving more than
30m deep in the space of one
week.

‘‘Mark was presenting me with
an incredible opportunity, to visit
the final resting place of my great-
grandfather, and others, who died
all those years ago,’’ Fyfe says.
And, just three months after the
discovery of the ship, he and his
wife went to Melbourne to
continue the extraordinary
journey back into history.

The training was intense and
gruelling, and there is a need for it
to be rigorous.

‘‘The stakes are high for people
who dive – for those who don’t
follow all the procedures, there are
any number of ways to get into
serious trouble, that can result in
injury or death,’’ Fyfe says.

Some training sessions were in
and around Port Phillip Bay – Fyfe
still recalls the coldness of those
waters. However, he says, trainers
Mark Ryan and Peter Prentice
were superb.The final day of
training dawned, with excitement
– the chance to dive at the site of
a tragedy, and his great-
grandfather’s final resting place.

The team, with Fyfe and wife,
ventured to a site in Bass Strait,
about 10km offshore.

‘‘Waiting for the dive to start
was a nervous time,’’ Fyfe says.

‘‘Apart from the prospect of
diving to 30m as a virtual non-
swimmer, I felt a great sense of
responsibility – I wanted to do
everything right, so that I could
properly honour the memory and
deeds of my great-grandfather,
who seems to have died doing his
duty to the end.

‘‘ I also wanted to do the right
thing by my grandfather who, as a
child, lost his father, and also by
my father, who would have been
thrilled beyond words at
developments in relation to the SS
Glenelg, while also fearful of the
dive we were about to do,’’ Fyfe
says.

The conditions were good. The
sea was relatively calm and it was
a sunny day.

‘‘There was great visibility in the
water – but still very cold water,’’
he says.

Safety checks were done, the
dive plan was confirmed. The
memory of training kicked in as
the couple went into the water,
overriding the nerves.

‘‘Before we knew it, we were at


