
The Whyalla – A Historical Journey 

 
When the original HMAS WHYALLA was launched at the Whyalla Shipyard in 1941, the proud 
shipbuilders of the day would have thought it inconceivable that more than 50 years later their first ship 
would still be serving, albeit a very different role.  And it would have been just as incredulous to have 
suggested that the final resting place would be 2 kilometres inland and 2 metres off the ground. 
 
But, in Whyalla, the unbelievable happened.  The HMAS WHYALLA (1941 – 1946), later to become 
The Rip (1947 – 1984), and now known affectionately as The WHYALLA, was removed from the sea in 
February 1987 up the same slipway, now disused, that gave it birth, and transported through the BHP 
plant and across a saltbush landscape to be set down on foundations adjacent to the city’s northern 
highway entrance. 
 
The WHYALLA is the focal point of a nationally unique attraction which includes the restored ship and 
museum building (Whyalla Maritime Museum) and the Whyalla Visitor Centre.  The museum opened on 
October 29, 1988, with the Tourist Centre opening some 10 months earlier on December 23, 1987.  
Total cost of establishing the complex was $1.3m.  Although the purchase price of the ship was just 
$5,000 it cost in excess of $560,000 to remove it from the sea and set it down on its specially designed 
foundations. 
 
Meanwhile, back to Saturday, February 14, 1987 
– the day The WHYALLA was due to start its 
journey from the BHP Harbour.  Several hundred 
onlookers were ready, television crews had 
flown from Adelaide, and the many official 
photographers and other media were in place to 
see the ship edged back up the slipway. 
 
Plans by WA contractor Dawson Offshore were 
to have the ship ‘on site’ within 2 or 3 weeks.  
However, as the old saying goes: “the best laid 
plans can go astray” – and they did.  The 
subsequent battle pitted by Dawson Offshore 
against what became known as the ‘Reluctant Lady’ resulted in a successful project, but not completed 
until April 2, and not until Dawson’s Operations Manager David Shade and Operations Engineer Piet 
Ellnor, had spent untold hours, sleepless nights and many frustrations to win her over. 
 



In reality it took 5 days to winch the ship, sitting on 
a specially built cradle which had previously been 
lowered over the side of the wharf and attached 
under the hull, up a specially laid track, to a 
position where the bow was above low water mark.  
But the problems weren’t over.  Damage had been 
caused to the cradle when it became stuck on the 
end of the old slipway.  Working often at night 
because of the need of high tides, it took a further 
2 weeks to get the ship completely clear of the 
water – divers spending hour after hour clearing 
away damaged pieces of steel, and activating a 
jacking system which saw the ship slowly inch its 
way up the slipway. 

 
During all this, 220 tonnes of trailers with 328 wheels and 2 prime movers valued at $4 million railed 
from Perth to transport the ship overland, had arrived, but due to the delay and another commitment at 
Mount Newman, had to return and come back in late March. 
 
By mid-March the ship was at the top of the slipway, and then began the process of raising it about  
1½ metres to allow for the installing of the trailers.  The big hurdles were over, the Brambles Manford 
crew returned with the transport equipment, and from then on it was pretty smooth sailing.  Within 5 
days the ship was secured on the trailers, shifted along its 2 km route, and settled on its permanent 
foundations. 
 
The move was complete.  The various contractors and local firms involved had worked their hearts out 
to bring the project to a successful end, they weren’t going to let the ‘Reluctant Lady’ win. 
 

The Whyalla – Facts 

Displacement (tons): Standard 815 

Dimensions (feet): Length 180, Beam 31, Draught 8ft 11ins (for’d) 10ft 9ins (aft) 

Machinery: Triple expansion, two boilers, twin screws 

Speed: 15 knots 

Range (miles): 2,640 @ 10 knots 

Manning: 70 (approximate) 

Oil fuel capacity: 6 tanks totalling 154.52 tons 

Diesel oil capacity: Port and starboard tanks totalling 7.12 tons 

Feed water capacity: Main tank 1.86 tons, reserve 11.45 tons – total 13.31 tons 

Fresh water capacity: Three tanks totalling 30.84 tons 

Trimming Tanks (ballast): 26.7 tons (for’d) 17.55 tons (aft) – total 44.25 tons 

Keel laid: July 24, 1940 

Launched: May 12, 1941 

Commissioned: January 8, 1942 

 



The Whyalla – A Colourful Past 
 

Four corvettes were built in Whyalla under the Commonwealth Government’s wartime shipbuilding program: 
- HMAS’ WHYALLA (launched May 12, 1941) 
- HMAS’ KALGOORLIE (August 7, 1941) 
- HMAS’ GAWLER (October 4, 1941), and 
- HMAS’ PIRIE (December 3, 1941) 

 
The WHYALLA had a speed of 14.5 knots, and carried one 4-
inch gun, three anti-aircraft guns and 22 depth charges.  First 
captain was Lieutenant Commander L N Morrison.  Following 
commissioning and a “work up” period, The WHYALLA went 
into service on escort and patrol duty on the Australian East 
Coast.  She was in Sydney Harbour on the night of May 31, 
1942, when the Japanese midget submarine attack took place, 
and was one of a number of ships allocated as escorts when 
Australian coastal convoys were instituted on June 8, 1942. 
 
The WHYALLA continued East Coast convoy escort duty until December, 1942, when she proceeded to 
New Guinea.  During this period she undertook mine sweeping duties, and also operated as a survey vessel 
chartering the approaches to islands north of Australia prior to the Japanese being driven out.  In June, 
1943, the vessel returned to Australia for a major refit and was allocated East Coast convoy duty until 
February, 1944.  It was then that The WHYALLA was attached to the British Pacific Fleet.  In 1945, and until 
the end of the war, she served on escort and anti-submarine patrol duty.  During this time she served briefly 
in China waters, returning safely to Australia in October 1945 after having steamed 111,000 miles on war 
service. 
 

The WHYALLA began a new life in 1947 after being sold to the Victorian Public Works Department and 
renamed The RIP.  It was employed on a continuous program of blasting operations designed to keep clear 
a dangerous stretch of water called The Rip at the entrance of Port Phillip Bay.  The vessel’s duties also 
included work as a Buoy Maintenance Vessel and attending to the pile lights of Port Phillip Bay, and other 
ports along the Victorian coast. 

 

In 1984 the City of Whyalla became aware 
that the ship was to be sold as scrap, but after 
extensive negotiations it was sold to the 
Whyalla City Council for $5,000.  The ship 
was sailed back to its home port from 
Williamstown in Victoria by a crew comprising 
mainly of volunteers augmented by 
professional seamen. 



The Bathurst Class Ship – Minesweepers 
Sixty Bathurst class minesweepers were 
constructed during World War II, the 
work being shared by 8 Australian 
shipyards.  Four were built for India, 36 
for the Royal Australian Navy and 20 for 
the British Admiralty – the latter, 
however, being commissioned as RAN 
warships and manned by Australian 
personnel. 
 
The minesweepers were the RAN’s 
“maids of all work”, performing such 
tasks as convoy escort, anti-submarine 
patrol, search and rescue, evacuation, 
and shore bombardment.  For these 
missions each ship had a sufficient 
endurance to allow them to patrol the 

long Australian coastline and around New Guinea.  The class were generally referred to as corvettes 
although the official designation was AMS or Australian Minesweeper.  Three were lost during the war – 
ARMIDALE was attacked and sunk by Japanese warplanes on December 1, 1942, WALLAROO and 
GEELONG were lost in collision, and WARRNAMBOOL was sunk post war on September 13, 1947, 
during minesweeping operations off the north Queensland coast. 

 
The ammunition stowage space of each Bathurst 
was about 280 rounds for the main gun, 2,500 
rounds for the smaller calibre weapons and up to 
60 depth charges.  The ships were also capable of 
transporting 300 troops in an emergency, 400 
troops ship-to-shore, or 100 men over a period of 4 
days. 
 
Of the 20 Admiralty vessels surviving at the end of 
the hostilities in 1945, 5 were purchased by the 
Turkish Navy and 8 transferred to the royal 
Netherlands Navy – 4 of which were subsequently 
given to Indonesia.  By 1983 only BENDIGO (in 
service with the People’s Republic of China), 
CASTLEMAINE (a museum ship in Victoria), 

COLAC (a tank cleaning vessel), GLADSTONE (a refugee ship) and WHYALLA still survived. Today, of 
the total 56 corvettes built for the RAN and British Admiralty, only 2 remain – The WHYALLA and The 
CASTLEMAINE which has been restored and remains in the water at Williamstown, Victoria. 
 



Those numbers – J153 & B252 

 
When built as the HMAS 
WHYALLA for the Royal 
Australian Navy, the ship 
was given the pennant 
number of J153 which is 
painted on the starboard 
side.  When attached to the 
British Admiralty it was 
assigned the number B252.  
In restoring the ship, it was 
decided to include both 
numbers.  

 
 
 

 

The First Shipbuilders 

After the declaration of World War II in 1939, the BHP Company engaged Mr Allan Dalziel, of 
Newcastle, NSW, to go to the United Kingdom to recruit a team of experienced shipbuilders with a view 
of establishing a shipyard at Whyalla, of which he would be manager.  Having visited England and 
Scotland, Mr Dalziel returned in early 1940 with the following personnel: 
 

Mr Kelly, an Irishman from England, appointed as assistant manager. 

Mr Preshaw, a somewhat reserved Englishman, as a naval architect. 

Mr Bill Corbett, a Scotsman from England, as chief draughtsman. 

Mr Willie Wilson, of Scotland, as foreman lofts man. 

Mr Alex Lynne, of Scotland, as foreman plater. 

Mr McCullock, of Scotland, as foreman shipwright. 

Mr Jock McLaren, of Scotland, as assistant chief draughtsman. 
 
Though 7 men accompanied Mr Dalziel to Whyalla, only 6 were really effective as Mr Kelly did not stay 
long.  It is recorded that he hated the heat, the flies, the people and the place, with a result that 2 BHP 
Directors – Essington Lewis and Harold Darling – who were visiting Whyalla, had a 10-minute interview 
with the said Mr Kelly, terminating his contract and arranging for his return to England the next day. 
 
In establishing the shipyard, many people were recruited under wartime regulations and taught the 
many arts of shipbuilding.  The Yard operated from 1940 to 1978.  In the 38 year period 66 vessels 
were built, including warships, carriers, tankers, ferries, container ships, barges and an oil rig. 
 
 
 


