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South Australia’s worst maritime disaster occurred on August 6th 1859 when the intercolonial steamer Admella ran upon Carpenters Rocks near Cape Northumberland and broke up. During the week that followed most of her passengers and crew perished as they attempted to cling to the wreck in a fierce storm. 

The Admella departed Port Adelaide at 5 am on Friday August 5th on her regular voyage to Melbourne. After a brief stop at the Semaphore she steamed down the gulf with approximately 82 passengers, 27 crew, and a general cargo. After passing through the Backstairs Passage the weather worsened, causing a racehorse on board to fall, so Captain McEwan changed course to better ride out the swell. At 5 am the next morning the vessel ran hard upon a reef and quickly broke into three sections. Although the isolated shore was visible at dawn, the violent storm prevented all attempts to reach it, until 5 pm on the Sunday night, when two sailors succeeded and commenced the 20-mile walk to the Cape Northumberland lighthouse.

The wreck now lay in two parts with the midship and boiler sunk between them. None of the passengers in the bow section, mainly women and children, survived the constant assault of the weather. When the watertight bulkhead in the stern collapsed the survivors were forced to cling to the upturned hull. Two steamers passed by but failed to see them. 

The sailors eventually arrived at the lighthouse at 7 am on Monday August 8th and rescue vessels were sent from Port Adelaide and Portland, Victoria. One week after the Admella struck the reef only 21 men and 1 woman survived; most being saved by the Portland lifeboat. A commission of inquiry exonerated Captain McEwan and his crew, attributing the disaster to the effects of an ocean current.
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