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2014 Whyalla Underwater 

Shootout 
 

A report on our Whyalla Underwater 

Shootout over the June long weekend has 

been posted to our website. It can be found 

at http://mlssa.org.au/2014/06/16/whyalla-

underwater-shootout-a-resounding-

success/. A slideshow of images has been 

built into the web page. 

A Whyalla News report regarding the 

shootout was posted online at  

http://www.whyallanewsonline.com.au/sto

ry/2338880/whyalla-holds-first-

underwater-photography-comp/ . 

July's SALife Magazine has a report on the 

Shootout on Page 46. 

 

More on the Willyama & Physalia 
 

Geoff Mower wrote to us after seeing his 

Willyama article in our June newsletter. (It 

had also been posted to our website at 

http://mlssa.org.au/1980/11/01/the-wreck-

of-the-willyama/ ) Geoff sent us an email 

message saying, “Hi Steve, I saw (my 

Willyama article) in the newsletter! It 

surprised and interested me to see it again, 

as I had long forgotten ever writing it, and 

had lost any copies of the newsletter that I 

ever had. It brought back memories of an 

enjoyable dive, and I was almost as 

disappointed as you that you missed out, 

as it would be fascinating to know what it 

is like now, after all these years. I dug out 
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some old slides (from a slightly earlier 

non-diving trip in 1977) which show the 

wreck and Rhino Head, as well as one 

showing our campsite, taken from about 

the same spot as your picture of the 

housing estate. What a difference! 

Unfortunately, my slide scanner didn't 

want to talk to my computer this 

afternoon, so I can't show them to you at 

the moment.” 

(Geoff Mower’s original article about the 

wreck of the Willyama in our November 

1980 newsletter (No.43) was also reprinted 

four years later in our November 1984 

newsletter (No.90).) 

Geoff’ email message went on to say, “My 

eye was also caught by Dave's article 

about the cast-up Physalia. A few years 

ago I was travelling in New Zealand, and 

wandered in the late afternoon along Keri-

Keri Beach, just north of Auckland. Keri-

Keri is one of NZ's well-known black sand 

beaches, and is worth visiting for that 

reason alone. If you need another reason, 

this is the beach where Jane Campion's 

"The Piano" was filmed. Anyway, what I 

found were thousands of cast up sails of 

Velella, the By-the-Wind-Sailor, another 

floating colonial jellyfish, although not as 

vicious as the PMOW! They had been 

there a little while, and all of the soft parts 

had largely shrivelled away, leaving just 

the slightly more substantial back plates 

and sails. I have attached a picture for your 

interest. (Digital camera these days - the 

slide scanner gathers dust, and maybe 

that's why it was uncooperative.)  

Best regards, Geoff” 

Here is Geoff’s photo of a Velella, the By-

the-Wind-Sailor: - 

 

 
A Velella, the By-the-Wind-Sailor 

(Taken by Geoff Mower) 

Numbfish Find 
by Steve Reynolds 

 

I wrote an article about sighting a 

Numbfish, Hypnos monopterygium, at 

Semaphore Beach in our November 1991 

newsletter (No.172). At the end of my 

article, I stated that I intended to write an 

article giving more details about the 

Numbfish for a future Newsletter. I’m not 

sure just what I had in mind, but I don’t 

believe that the proposed article ever 

eventuated. I am now able to rectify the 

situation since Alexius Sutandio found a 

Numbfish by accident at Whyalla during 

our recent Underwater Shootout there. 

Several Society members were diving at 

the “OneSteel rockwall” on the Queen’s 

Birthday public holiday Monday, 

including Alexius Sutandio. Alexius was 

the last diver to return to Tony Bramley’s 

boat. He casually advised us that he had 

had an encounter with a Numbfish during 

his dive. He later posted some details on 

Facebook, saying “It gave a good electric 

shock to my left elbow while I accidentally 

leant on its body on the sand where he was 

camouflaged.”  

Alexius was in the process of 

photographing another subject at the time, 

but he soon turned his attention to the 

Numbfish. He was able to take this great 

photo of the fish: - 

 

 
Numbfish, Hypnos monopterygium 

(Taken by Alexius Sutandio) 

 



Another posting by Alexius on Facebook 

said, “This Numb Ray pretty well 

camouflaged, I can't see him first time I 

got shocked. All of the body covered with 

sand.” Graham Short added a comment, 

saying “I put my hand on one in Jervis 

Bay, really nice experience”. 

Chris Hall found a Numbfish at the 

“Glenelg Barges” prior to 1999. His 

sighting was included in a list of fish 

sighted at the “Glenelg Barges” published 

in our January 1999 newsletter (No.251). 

Chris may have been able to photograph 

the Numbfish because a photo of one taken 

by Chris at the Dredge (Glenelg Barges) is 

included in our Photographic Index 

(No.1142). 

Antony King was able to photograph a 

Numbfish at Seacliff Reef. A photo of the 

fish featured in our 2009 Calendar of SA 

Marine Life (November 2009 small). As a 

result of that, the photo was also included 

in our Photographic Index (No.1434). 

Peter Harman found a Numbfish whilst 

walking on the beach at Brighton one 

morning. Realizing it was still alive after 

getting a small shock, he got a pair of 

welding gloves and a bucket to put the 

numb fish in and he took it home to put it 

in an aquarium that he had. It survived in 

the aquarium for a month or so. Details 

were published in our November 1983 

newsletter. 

The article in our November 1991 

newsletter about my Numbfish sighting at 

Semaphore beach quoted both “Sea Fishes 

of Southern Australia” and “The marine & 

freshwater fishes of South Australia”. 

“Sea Fishes of Southern Australia” 

referred to electric fishes on page 16. It 

said that “The two electric rays, or 

numbfishes, covered in this book are 

capable of producing an electric shock 

when touched, both in and out of the 

water. The larger Numbfish inhabits 

shallow waters and is often accidentally 

trodden on. The resulting shocks may 

cause temporary paralysis of the limb. 

Several shocks can occur before the fish is 

completely discharged, the first usually 

being around 200 volts. The charge can be 

restored relatively quickly. The ability to 

deliver these shocks is used to obtain food 

as well as for defence.” 

“The marine & freshwater fishes of South 

Australia” referred to electrical injuries on 

page 355. It said that, “Only moderate 

shocks have been recorded, without 

however, harmful after-effect.” 

The newsletter article went on to describe 

three numbfish species – Numbfish, 

Tasmanian Numbfish and the Torpedo or 

Electric Ray (a deep-water species). 

Wolfgang Flachsenberger wrote an article 

titled “The Electric Organs in Fishes” 

which was published in our November 

1979 (MARIA) Journal (No.2). Five 

references were listed at the end of the 

article. Chris Illert provided a group of 

drawings, plus a graph, for the article. The 

graph was of the “maximum output 

voltage plotted against the total number of 

electroplates in several varieties of fishes”. 

I found several references regarding 

electric fish (fishes?) and numbfish 

amongst my book collection and our 

Society’s library books. Some of these 

books are: - 

“Animal Physiology” by Knut Schmidt-

Nielsen 

“Marine Animal Injuries to Man” by Dr 

Carl Edmonds 

“Guide to Sea Fishes of Australia” by 

Rudie H Kuiter 

“World Atlas of Marine Fishes” by Rudie 

H Kuiter & Helmut Debelius 

“Australian Sea Fishes – South of 30°S” 

by Neville Coleman 

“Australia’s Dangerous Creatures” – 

Reader’s Digest 

“Evolution – The greatest story ever told” 

by Philip Whitfield 

“Danger in the Sea” by Alec Fraser-

Brunner 

“Coastal Fishes of South-eastern 

Australia” by Rudie H Kuiter 

 

 



The S.S. Yalata 

Eric Kotz recently sent us the following 

message: - 

“Steve, Do you remember our previous 

discussion re the original S.S. YALATA 

(the States' original steam tug) the 

YATALA (ketch) and the coastal steamer 

the M.V. YALATA and even the 

YANDRA (wrecked at the Neptunes) and 

the confusion the similar names have 

caused? I have recently researched the 

little coastal cargo ship the YALATA 

which had a remarkable history for a 

feature article in the PLT which created a 

great interest. I will email the article to you 

and a couple of poor quality photos you 

can use for the MLSSA and the SDFA if 

you like as it's possible some members 

may have dived on her in Port Vila where 

she ended up and also the Sandringham 

Flying Boat the "Tasman" which connects 

with the story. It remains one of my all-

time favorite dives.” 

Here then is Eric’s article about the 

Yalata:- 

The amazing record of Port Lincoln’s 

little supply ship, the “YALATA” 

by Eric Kotz 

 

Continuing the link with ships well known 

to Port Lincoln that ended up in the South 

Pacific is the remarkable story of the M.V. 

Yalata. 

 When the Coastal Steamship 

Company’s M.V.Yandra became wrecked 

at the Neptune Islands in January 1959  

they had to move fast to stop their fierce 

rivals, that Adelaide Steamships mob, 

from taking over her then lucrative 

contracts to service Eyre Peninsula ports. 

They purchased a small coastal steamer 

that had been built four years earlier in 

Bremerhaven in Germany and launched as 

the “Judith Mary”.  Only two years after 

launching, she had then been purchased by 

a Norwegian company, re-named the 

“Slevik” and sent out to Australia to earn 

her keep with the fledgling Humpty Doo 

Rice Project in the Northern Territory.  

 When the investment banks, the 

wild geese, and the weeds caused the 

inevitable demise of that project a few 

years later, the Slevik came on the market 

at just the right time. She was quickly 

purchased, re-fitted once more and had yet 

another name change. This time she 

became the M.V.Yalata and went straight 

to work, servicing South Australian coastal 

ports from Ceduna to Adelaide, regularly 

visiting Port Lincoln. She did this 

faithfully and reliably for the next 8 years 

until the economics of coastal shipping 

against growing road transport competition 

caught up with the little ship. Her last visit 

to Port Lincoln was in late 1966 and a year 

later was sold to the well-known Kaillis 

Brothers of W.A. and then sailed from her 

home port of Port Adelaide in December 

1967 for a new career in the tropics.  

 

 
The Yalata 

(Courtesy of Eric Kotz) 

 

 I could barely remember the Yalata 

for the few times she had called into 

Tumby Bay, and had forgotten about her 

until I came across her again in mid-1981 

under the most unlikely circumstances. 

 I was with a group of divers about 

to dive in Port Vila harbour in Vanuatu on 

a Sandringham Flying Boat called the 

TASMAN! The huge double-decked flying 

boat with a wing span of over a hundred 

feet and four massive engines was a civil 

adaption of the war-time Sunderlands. 

They were used by Qantas after the war to 

service all their Pacific Island routes where 



long airstrips were in short supply, but 

there were plenty of tranquil harbours like 

Port Vila to use for runways. This one had 

been virtually sunk by a small outboard 

powered dug-out canoe that suddenly 

crossed its path during a take-off run. The 

flight captain had to swerve to avoid it 

under full power roaring across the bay 

and had clipped an unknown coral outcrop, 

holing its hull badly. Rapidly filling with 

water, and with no other choice, the 

Captain turned hard to starboard, gunned 

his motors and ran his labouring craft hard 

on to the beach near what is now the 

exclusive Irriki resort near the centre of 

town. 

  Vanuatu was officially a 

“Condominium” called the New Hebrides 

back then before Independence. It was run 

jointly by the British and French, and often 

called a “pandemonium”. True to form the 

wrecked Tasman quickly became the 

subject of many disputes about her 

unsightly appearance in a very prominent 

place. Qantas decided to write off the 

badly damaged aircraft, strip her 

internally, remove the engines and scuttle 

her somewhere safe in the bay out of sight. 

 

 
The Tasman 

(Courtesy of Eric Kotz) 

 

 The Tasman was towed quietly out 

into the bay on a calm day and in a depth 

of about sixty feet of murky water the 

iconic flying boat was sent to the bottom. 

But what no-body had factored in was the 

huge wing span of the big bird. Even in an 

unfamiliar environment she glided out 

underwater like one of those graceful big 

Manta Rays and disappeared over the 

nearby Mele drop-off into even deeper 

water!  

It was thirty-odd years later before she was 

finally found again after many searches by 

our local dive guide and we were about to 

be one of  the  very first dive groups to 

visit her last resting place in 40 metres of 

murky, gloomy water. 

 So we were listening very 

nervously, and carefully, to the very 

experienced dive guide as he out-lined our 

dive profile and went through our all-

important decompression stops and times 

for the trip back to the surface. Then he 

grinned and said, “ Some of you are South 

Aussies -  I suggest you kill your time for 

the last deco-stop under that old tramp 

steamer anchored just alongside the shot 

line, I think you’ll find it very interesting. 

Good luck and stick close to me”. (There 

was no fear of that!) 

 The Tasman was an incredible dive 

in those days and the distinctive silhouette 

finally stood out as we descended closer to 

the sandy bottom. It was still then in 

remarkably good condition, allowing us to 

penetrate the hull from a door at the back, 

swim through its entire lower deck, up to 

the next deck and end up in the cockpit 

where we could actually sit and peer out at 

the wings and the four massive motor 

mountings in the gloom. It was awesome. 

Bigger than I’d ever imagined and very 

spooky and scary; but even then I was 

thinking, “I wonder what the surprise is 

back near the surface that could be so 

interesting after this?” 

 The “surprise” as we swam up 

under the very weedy, overgrown bottom 

of the old tramp steamer were crayfish – 

hundreds and hundreds of them!  Those 

beautiful “painted” crays of the tropics 

were hanging upside down in the long 

weed growing on her fairly flat bottom 

with their long feelers bristling 

everywhere. They were all just a bit too 

small for the pot, but it remains one of the 

most incredible sights I have ever seen 

underwater. There were even a half a 

dozen on the prop.! 

 After we surfaced, we snorkelled 

up to the bow and I immediately saw the 



South Australian connection that the local 

guide had mentioned. The rusty, neglected 

old tramp had the name GLENELG 

painted roughly on her in large bright 

white letters. But, more importantly, I 

could still make out the steel letters 

YALATA underneath that had been 

welded there originally. They had been 

painted over with thick black paint but 

could still be made out from up close at 

water level – what a way to renew 

acquaintances. 

  Somebody had “borrowed” the 

Adelaide Steamship Company’s ships 

name of the Glenelg. (That ship 

disappeared off Victoria’s ninety mile 

beach over a hundred years before and was 

only found five years ago.) But why had 

that somebody found it convenient to use 

the name of a ship that had already 

disappeared? I decided then to find out 

what had been happening to the Yalata 

since she left our local waters. 

 Initially she went to far north 

Queensland and it’s known she carried 

nickel ore and mining supplies from the 

massive Nickel mine at Goro in southern 

New Caledonia to the refinery at 

Townsville. The Yalata ran aground on 

Goro Reef which forms that harbour soon 

after on Anzac Day 1968, but we know she 

must have been salvaged because the next 

I heard of her she had run aground on Pott 

Island in the Belep Group of New 

Caledonia during a cyclone on Christmas 

Eve in 1980. Seems our little coastal 

steamer had a sense of occasion whenever 

she was wrecked! 

 Again she must have been salvaged 

quickly because the Yalata once again 

made headlines when she was “stolen” 

from Cairns, or more correctly, “abducted 

in a custody dispute”, in January 1980. It 

was rumoured then that she was stolen to 

be a gun-ship funded by the Phoenix 

Society to assist the Jimmy Stevens 

breakaway group to achieve separation for 

Espiritu Santo during Vanuatu’s 

Independence struggles, called the 

“Broomstick Rebellion” at the time. 

Irrespective of what had happened in those 

shadowy times (Vanuatu is sometimes 

referred to as “a place in the sun for shady 

people”) the Glenelg (nee Yalata) ended 

up in police custody in beautiful Port Vila 

Harbour, and that’s where she was moored 

when I renewed acquaintances with her 

from below. 

 But her escapades weren’t finished 

there. In December that very same year the 

Yalata escaped from Port Vila after a 

protracted legal dispute over her 

ownership “under a hail of bullets from a 

police launch” as reported. When she was 

recaptured, ownership was finally resolved 

and she was once again re-named; this 

time to become the “Kathleen”; but traded 

on for only a few more years around the 

islands. 

 The Kathleen (nee Yalata) was 

then finally deemed unfit for survey, 

retired by her owners and deliberately 

scuttled in January 1987 on Mele Reef 

near the well-known Hideaway Island to 

become a very popular diving site for a 

while. 

She did have the last laugh though! Eleven 

months later in December that year 

Cyclone “Uma” blasted through Port Vila, 

rolled her off the lip of the reef into water 

way too deep for most divers and where 

that gallant little coastal steamer finally 

rests  in peace (I HOPE). 

Footnote: 

Marine traditionalists have always stated 

that it is considered bad luck to change the 

name of a ship. The Yalata had five of 

them! But she survived rough seas, coral 

reefs, piracy, ownership disputes, 

bankruptcy, a rebellion, being shot at, and 

cyclones for thirty years before finally 

succumbing to rust and neglect.  She was a 

tough little ship our coastal steamer. 

 

2015 Calendar 
 

The new 2015 calendar can be seen in its 

entirety at  

https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/11047

8079/MLSSA%202015%20cal.pdf. 

https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/110478079/MLSSA%202015%20cal.pdf
https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/110478079/MLSSA%202015%20cal.pdf


Regular contributor to the calendar, 

Alexius Sutandio, took this stunning image 

for the calendar’s front cover: - 

 

 

 

We need to sell our 2015 calendars, 

however, for it to be a success. Members 

are requested to take a few calendars for 

selling through their networks. The retail 

price for the calendar is still $10 each. 

Members and contributing photographers 

can buy copies of the calendar for $8 each. 

Resellers pay just $7 per calendar. 

 


