Mount Gambier - January Long Weekend 2020
This year the decision was made to go to Mt Gambier for the long weekend. It has been close on 20
years since I’d been there and a long time for some of the others as well. We all took Thursday and
Friday off to give us an extra long weekend.
We arrived late Thursday after the long drive down to be greeted by the others in the most stunning
house that we have ever stayed in. To us it looked brand new and never stayed in before.
This is the first time I have seen everyone walk into a house and immediately take pictures of all the
rooms!! That evening we watched youtube music videos and after a few beverages we were all
singing along beautifully – at least we thought so.
Friday morning we headed off to dive Ewens
Pond. This is a 3 pond structure joined by a
shallow and narrow channel. The fresh water
bubbles up from underground and in some areas
you can see the sand bubbling away.
The first pond is approx. 10m deep and about
100m in diameter. The sides are covered in green
reeds and plants and the bottom predominately
brown with areas of the bubbling white sand.
There is enough flow from the ponds so that
when you get to the channel between the ponds
you just hold your arms out and drift slowly and
serenely to the next pond only hearing your own
breathing, very relaxing. The channel is about 2m
wide and very shallow, in fact you are snorkelling
between the ponds and these areas are covered
with plant life.

Ewens Ponds

When you approach the second pond it opens up
like the first, still about 100m diameter but a little
shallower. This pond has more bubbling sand than
the first and the presence of some small fish. We
spend 15min looking around the second pond,
being in awe of the water clarity.
After leaving the second pond we drifted along a
much longer and prettier channel into the third
pond. This was probably the best as it had quite a
few fish in it. The fish have at some time swam
over 2km and made their way up from the ocean
all the way upstream and are now in the pond.
The Bream are usually seen in ocean estuaries
but these have adapted to living in fresh water.
There was also some freshwater crayfish called
Maron.

The third pond has a rocky ledge with some
small boulders on the bottom, some say that
this was the entrance to a cave and had been
blown up to prevent access, but this is yet to be
confirmed. We continued to swim around
admiring the view until we decided that it was
time to climb the ladder out onto a pontoon
and make the 400m walk back to the cars.
From Ewens it was onto the beachfront at Pt
Macdonnell for lunch. Unfortunately the
weather gods were not on our side and it was
extremely windy, we had trouble keeping our
lunch on the picnic tables provided and we
could see the huge ocean waves the other side
of the breakwater. There would definitely no
chance of any one being able to do an ocean
dive this day.
That afternoon we headed off for a snorkel in
Piccaninnie Ponds. This is a famous cave diving
system just over 30km out of Mt Gambier.
CDAA training and qualifications are required to
do this as a dive, and while some of us were
qualified everyone did the snorkel of the ponds.
Piccaninnie looks very unassuming from the
surface, just a series of large ponds punctuated with islands of reeds and plants, but when you look
beneath it all changes. The algae covered reed suddenly descend into a huge chasm to what seems
the abyss. When the sun poked through the clouds you could see the bottom which is approximately
20m. The cave system goes off further and much deeper, possibly 100m but it can’t be seen from
the surface. Our sense of adventure wanted to go down and have a look but we knew this was not
allowed, but we tried to imagine what this would look like from below with the light streaming in
beams down to the depths of this system.
After a BBQ dinner and a night of youtube music and singing (again) we finally crashed into bed as
we knew we had a big day on Saturday diving Kilsby’s sinkhole.
We arose Saturday morning looking forward to the highlight of our weekend - diving Kilsby’s
Sinkhole. Now for a history lesson!!
Located in the middle of a sheep farm located 10 minutes from Mount Gambier, Kilsby Sinkhole is an
amazing natural wonder with a unique and fascinating history. Once little more than a watering hole
for traveling stockmen who would throw a bucket into water below and haul it to ground level to
quench the thirst of their cattle, the sinkhole has since been central to 4 generations of farming
activity by the Kilsby Family.
A divers’ delight
Drawing divers because of the shimmering crystal-clear water of the chamber below, the site was
one of the first sinkholes to be dived in the Mount Gambier region, with recreational diving activity
commencing in the late 1950s. The site attracted a large number of people who flocked to the site
on news of its natural beauty and renowned water clarity.

The Kilsby family, recognising the significance of
the Sinkhole, have welcomed divers to the site
over the decades. The family has a long
standing relationship with the Cave Divers
Association of Australia (CDAA), who were
pivotal in demonstrating sustainable access
based on safe diving practices and respectful
site management principles.
A training site
The site is used as a training site by the South
Australian Police Divers who return to Kilsby
Sinkhole annually to complete a variety of
exercises.
Weapons research
In the early 70s, the use of the site took an unlikely twist as the Kilsby family were approached by
the Government to use the site for weapons research, in particular the classified testing of Barra
Sonobuoys – a monitoring tool which could be deployed from aircraft and helicopters to detect,
locate and classify submarines and surface ships. The presence of the Weapons Research team
resulted in the installation of significant infrastructure on the site including a large gantry system
across the sinkhole at ground level, a workshop and platform. A diving bell was positioned on the
water surface and a dry cylinder providing underwater viewing of the testing area at depth was
installed on the southern side of the site.
Tests would require the deployment of sonobuoys into the water using a pneumatic cannon,
resulting in a noise which resembled a small explosion, reportedly rattling the windows of houses
over a kilometre from the site. During these periods, lights would flash, sirens would sound and, due
to the secrecy of the tests, an armed guard was positioned at the entry to the site.
Current status
These days only the workshop shed and the cement footings for the gantry system remain at the
site, with the original ground level platform removed for safety reasons in mid 2015. The former
workshop now serves as a social space for divers, a classroom for training courses, toilet facilities
and a changing room. Landowner Graham Kilsby has built and installed a stunning new viewing
platform overlooking the Sinkhole, and works are afoot to allow us to offer both dry tours and
snorkelling experiences – and more!

Back to us!
By the time we arrived at Kilsby’s the sun was
peeking through the clouds and after an initial
briefing were introduced to our guide, Graham,
who then gave us a more in depth briefing.
Kilsby’s Sinkhole must be dived with a certified
guide. The main part of the sinkhole is about
30m but for those who are suitably qualified
and experienced the depth goes to 65m.

Kilsbys Sinkhole

It was quite a strenuous walk down the steps
and 2 ladders to get to the dive platform that
floats on the surface of the water, it was
advisable to take all your equipment down in
two trips. After another quick set of instructions
we all stepped in off the platform into the
sinkhole.

What was immediately obvious was the water
clarity was again far better that we are used to in
the ocean. When the sun came out from behind
the clouds you could see the bottom at 30m. As
we slowly descended into the sinkhole we looked
up to see the light beams streaming through and
highlighting the divers below. It was truly
spectacular.
We slowly moved around the sinkhole exploring
all areas, that we were allowed to, the bright
shimmering beams guided our way for a while
until we reached a darker section of the sinkhole
that had to be highlighted by our torches but it always looked great when you turned around and
looked to where the sunlight was beaming through. I think I spent as much time looking forward as I
did looking back to the sunlit areas admiring the view. The floor of the cave was covered in large
boulders that used to be the roof before it all collapsed thousands of years ago. From nearly 30m
down you could easily see the platform on the surface from which we entered.
We were told that there would be small Shrimp on the sinkhole walls near the surface and a friendly
Turtle named Turty, (not much imagination on the naming there) which spent most of his time
sunning himself on the rocks and was very approachable which was appreciated by the
photographers.

After approx. 45min of dive time we slowly ascended and while waiting and performing a safety
stop, I could see an even more brilliant view. With the sun moving during our dive, it was now placed
directly above the smaller of the 2 holes in the sinkhole opening, making it look like someone above
had turned on the brightest LED torch imaginable and pointed it into the sinkhole. It was a truly
amazing sight.
We climbed back up the ladders and steps back to ground level. To top off a spectacular dive Kilsby
has produced a Sinkhole Gin made from local ingredients including the crystal clear limestonefiltered water. One of these is infused with Limoncello, it didn’t take much convincing to purchase
this!
Then it was back to our lovely house for a late lunch, and a walk down to the street market that had
live music and other drinks and food to try. Saturday night we went out for a Thai meal at a local
restaurant which everyone enjoyed. Then back for more youtube videos and even better singing.
Sunday (Australia Day) after a hearty breakfast we headed off to walk Mt Shank, which is a local
dormant volcano and it’s a leg burning walk to the top. From the top you can see all over the crater
and as has been for many years there are people’s initials made from stones in the bottom in the
middle. Tim, Sonya & Nick waved the Australian flag at the top of the crater whilst Helena and I
walked down to the bottom and rearranged the rocks to HD, Helena & David. After taking some
photos we started the steep walk back to the top of the rim of the crater. Along the way we passed
some people heading down, knowing fully well they would probably change our rock writing - and
before we even made it to the top - they did. Luckily we photographed it down the bottom. In
honour of Australia Day we sat at the top eating Vegemite Shapes.

Mount Schank

Sunday evening we had a very nice dinner at the local hotel, followed by a few drinks back at the
house with more youtube music and singing (can you see a pattern forming here!) before we all
slowly headed off to bed.
Monday morning we arose slowly and packed up all sad to leave this lovely house. Surprisingly there
was not much traffic on the long trip back. A special thank you to Tim & Sonya who organised the
weekend, we know they put a lot of work and effort into this and to all those who attended to make
a great weekend.
Yours in diving
David Boyle

