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Gordon Fyfe and his
wife Liz at home in
Kambah. Gordon is a
descendant of a
crewman on the
SS Glenelg, a shipwreck
that was discovered
last year; David Fyfe
served on the
SS Glenelg, below.
Photos: Andrew
Sheargold

the wreck of the SS Glenelg,’’ Fyfe
says.

‘‘Despite having seen video
footage and photographs of the
site, nothing could have prepared
us for what we were presented
with. I had been expecting a
gravesite – but what we actually
found was an exquisitely beautiful
garden of colour.

‘‘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,’’ Fyfe recalls.

In fact, the scene was so
beautiful it took on a surreal,
dream-like, other-worldly quality.
The wreck was an oasis of colour
and beauty in the middle of a
sterile, featureless expanse of
sand. In an around it, lay items
that brought the human side back
to Fyfe.

‘‘Small items, like plates and
bottles – unable, by law, to be
removed – were strewn around the
wreck. These personalised the
whole experience for us,’’ he says.

‘‘Instead of just being a wreck
that was part of a major maritime
disaster, the remains were what
was left of a ship in which real
people lived and breathed and
sailed and died,’’ Fyfe adds.

‘‘It was the small things that
reminded me that people, not
statistics, died on that fateful day,
so long ago.’’

Fyfe explored the areas of the
ship where his great-grandfather
would have worked, imagining
him there. Then, all too soon, it
was time for the divers to surface.
For a while, all were silent and
thoughtful.

‘‘I found it incredible that such
beauty could come from such
tragedy,’’ Fyfe says.

‘‘The site of a dreadful tragedy
110 years ago, is, today, the
location of incredible tranquillity
and indescribable beauty.

‘‘Instead of ascending with
feelings of solemnity and
melancholy, I broke the surface
feeling greatly uplifted by what I
had just seen and experienced. ’’

Fyfe was also struck by the level
of dedication so many had
brought to this moment of history
recovered.

‘‘The work of these people is
incredibly important to so many
people – to relatives of people
involved in maritime incidents, to
historians, to archaeologists,
governments, insurance
companies and so on,’’ Fyfe says.

‘‘SOE team members don’t
benefit materially from the work –
all they get is the joy and
excitement of their work. There’s
an enormous commitment in
terms of time and equipment.
Planning and logistics are
substantial. And, of course, it can
be dangerous work.

For all concerned, the delight of
the find outweighed any sense of
danger.

‘‘Considering the ship has
sitting on the seabed for 109 years
it was in relatively good condition.
The most pleasing part of the SS
Glenelg has been the stories that
have come out of it,’’ Ryan says.

‘‘It’s amazing just how much of
an impact the ship has had on so
many lives – the team were all very
excited about being a part of the
dive, and Gordon and Liz were
amazing.’’

For the Fyfes, the trip
downwards to connect with the
past has been momentous.

‘‘I have visited a place of great
importance to me and my family,
to other individuals and to the
broader community,’’ Fyfe says.

‘‘I have been part of a select

group to have visited that
particular part of the planet and I
feel privileged, and uplifted, to
have done so.

And now, the sight of the
wreckage will be available for so
many more to see, with SS
Glenelg’s inclusion part of a
documentary being made by
Whitewater Productions.

Terry Cantwell is the producer
of a documentary film on the
search for Victorian shipwrecks.

‘‘The television series about the
work of Southern Ocean
Exploration started as a barbecue
conversation,’’ he says.

‘‘It was originally meant to be a
30-minute Australian Story type
piece. We followed the divers with
a crew and after a few weeks they
discovered the Glenelg.’’

It was only when the personal
stories about those on the ill-fated
ship and their families came to
light, that the series drew wider
attention.

‘‘The last 18 months has been a
blur of script writing, shipwrecks,
boat trips, diving, getting very wet
and very cold,’’ says Cantwell.
‘‘Bass Strait is pretty unforgiving,
but all of us have caught the bug.
Gordon’s story is particularly
interesting. I was struck by his
passion for his great-granddad’s,
David Fyfe’s, story.’’

It was only when Cantwell
organised a gathering for all the
Glenelg relatives in a Melbourne
pub, that Fyfe shared his idea with
Ryan – to join the dive team.

‘‘It was an emotional evening
and even the divers began to
realise the effect their work has
had on so many people,’’ adds
Cantwell.

‘‘Gordon’s effort was
particularly heroic as he’s a guy
who’s hardly been in the water
before. We were all impressed with
his determination to pay his last

respects to his great-granddad.
Even some of the hardened sea
dogs on the crew were moved.

‘‘I suppose the best way to
explain what we’re doing is that
our docos will be a cross between
Trawlermen and Who Do you
Think You Are? Live on-water
action and discovery, dramatic re-
enactment and a contemporary
view of history through the POV of
living relatives, such as Gordon.’’

As Cantwell points out, we may
be an island nation with a strong
maritime past – but at times, we
have often overlooked our
incredible shipping stories.

‘‘Over 600 undiscovered
shipwrecks lie forgotten in
Australian waters and Southern
Ocean Exploration are the only
people seriously researching and
attempting to locate these
wrecks,’’ Cantwell says.

Back on dry land these days,
Fyfe holds dear one of his great-
grandfather’s books – the only
possession he has of his ancestor –
Battling with the Waves – Wreck of
the SS Alert – Narrative of Robert
Ponting, the Sole Survivor, printed
in 1894.

It all seems a little eerie.
‘‘The SS Alert went down off the

coast of Victoria with great loss of
life,’’ Fyfe says. ‘‘My great-
grandfather died six years later in a
ship that went down off the coast
of Victoria with great loss of life.

‘‘Isn’t that strange? Little did my
great-grandfather know that
history would repeat itself so
closely.’’

And, in another interesting
repetition, both SS Alert and SS
Glenelg were discovered by Mark
Ryan and his team at Southern
Ocean Exploration.


