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INTRODUCTION 

For those interested in learning about the excursion steamers which routinely plied Port Phillip after 

the early 1850s, the hardcover book Down the Bay, by T K Fitchett (Rigby, 1973) offers a wide 

ranging and extremely readable account of about 30 of these steam powered vessels.   

While from the 1880s to the early 1940s, the paddle steamers OZONE, HYGEIA and WEEROONA 

mainly serviced Mornington, Dromana, Sorrento, Portsea and Queenscliff, they were well recognised 

by the citizens of Rye and each of those three vessels has a street in Rye named after it. 

Archived photographs of these three steamers can easily be accessed via the websites of both the 

State Library of Victoria and the National Library of Australia, as well as via a simple internet search.  

As far as newspaper coverage is concerned, it goes without saying that steamer timetables were 

routinely advertised in the major city newspapers. And, of course, text-only reports of events such as 

day trips for notable social or business groups often filled the columns of the major daily papers. 

However, since the early years of OZONE’s service coincided with rapid technical developments in 

both photography and the mass reproduction of photographic images, it seemed to be worth 

searching for any additional images which may have been published in magazines and newspapers. 

In line with its name, the Illustrated Australian News led the race to routinely reproduce images. 

Other smaller circulation, weekly, niche readership publications, such as Punch and Table Talk also 

traded off the extra costs and setup time delays to print photographs, aiming to attract new readers.  

Major daily papers, such as The Age, The Argus and The Herald had to wait a while for technology to 

develop which allowed prompt and reliable image preparation for daily, rapid high volume printing.   

Above: The PS OZONE, with a full load of passengers, pictured going astern from its Port Melbourne 

berth before it headed off to destinations such as Mornington, Sorrento, Portsea or Queenscliff. 

Ack: State Library of Victoria. (Image undated)
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SUMMARY: 

The PS OZONE was built to order by a Clyde shipyard in Scotland during 1886. 

Following completion and sea trials, she was sailed to Australia late in 1886. 

After approvals and licencing, her first commercial Port Phillip voyage was on 18th December 1886. 

The PS OZONE was withdrawn from regular Port Phillip runs after more than 30 years of service. 

Her hull was then stripped; later being towed to a site off Indented Head where it was sunk in 1925. 

 

The Illustrated Australian News ran the earliest printed image of PS OZONE on 18th December 1886. 

As viewed via Trove, it was probably based on an engraving, but it appears mainly as a black area, 

with very few discernible details, below a white sky. Note, therefore, it is NOT included in this essay. 

The second published image of PS OZONE, below, appeared in early 1888. Clearly printed from an 

engraving, it shows two vessels, the PS OZONE and the SS COURIER, furiously engaged in a race.  

This highly publicised race was a serious bit of PR directed at a travelling public keen to traverse 

Port Phillip in comfort AND quickly. The relative merits of a propellor (screw) driven steam vessel 

(SS COURIER), vs a paddle steamer vessel (PS OZONE) were also put under public scrutiny! 

Given that the two vessels are shown here “neck and neck”, if this picture was based on a 

photograph, the observer must have been about halfway between Williamstown and Portarlington. 

Alternatively, it could have been based on an invented artist’s impression drawing, but either way, 

the original had to be converted into an engraving which could then be used for printing.  
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The associated newspaper report described this race as a contest over the entire normally 

scheduled run past Williamstown to Portarlington, in which the lightly loaded PS OZONE came from 

behind to gradually overhaul the SS COURIER and arrive off Portarlington about one minute ahead.   

The picture below was also printed in the Illustrated Australian News, on 3rd March 1888, a week 

after the picture on the previous page. It records little of the frantic action of that earlier image and 

appears to show the two steamers cautiously moving at low speed, in close proximity.  

The composition does little to show off either vessel much, so is unlikely to be an artists composition, 

which offers support for the original image being a photograph taken by an observer on a boat 

nearby. If that was the case it was probably taken shortly before both vessels headed off from the 

Port of Melbourne, but regardless, it also had to be turned into an engraving for printing purposes. 

The initials JM refer to artist James Mather and F A Sleep was a noted artist and engraver. 

 

There was no direct reference to any clearly marked official start or finish line; rather the final result 

was simply accepted as a fact by the passengers and crew on the two vessels. Interestingly, mention 

was made of rumours suggesting that significant bets had earlier been placed on the outcome. 
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It was 11 years before another image of P S OZONE appeared in the press, in 1899. 

Technology was advancing and half-tone printing of photographs had now become possible. 

In this case, the Post and Telegraph Picnic involved so many passengers that both the PS OZONE, 

and its slightly newer sister vessel PS HYGEIA, were engaged for the day trip to Sorrento.  

After the event, two quite similar photographs appeared in The Australasian and The Leader and it is 

interesting to compare the differing quality of reproduction a century after they were printed.  

In 1900, another limited circulation  

periodical, Melbourne PUNCH, 

published this photograph. 

It shows the PS OZONE shortly 

after she docked at Mornington  

with the disembarking passengers  

busily heading towards the town. 

It is possible the image as printed 

on paper has deteriorated over the 

years, but it is perhaps more likely 

that the original reproduction was 

never particularly good. 
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AT RIGHT: 

In 1902, two years later, a 

similar view of PS OZONE 

docked at Mornington was 

printed in The Australasian. 

Shadows being on the east 

side suggest it was afternoon, 

with the passengers boarding 

for their return to Melbourne. 

Reproduction quality is better, 

but still not brilliant. 

 

BELOW: 

Clearly the days of using an 

engraving for printing were not 

over. Given the level of detail in 

this “freeze frame” image, also 

in The Australasian in 1902, it 

was most likely based on a 

photograph taken at Sorrento.  
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The somewhat overexposed/high contrast image reproduced below was one of six photos laid out on 

one page in The Weekly Times of 7th January 1911, under the title HOLIDAYS AT PORTSEA. 

The shadows suggest it was taken in the mid-afternoon and the passengers appear to be boarding 

prior to their return trip to Melbourne.  

CONCLUSION 

No further newspaper photos of the PS OZONE in the period between 1911 and ca. 1920 (when she 

was withdrawn from service) have been found. 

In contrast to the 12 newspaper images of the PS OZONE between 1888 and 1911 reproduced in 

this article, only four photos of the PS HYGEIA have been found in the period up to the end of WW1.  

Perhaps that is not surprising, partly owing to wartime restrictions but also because a third steamer, 

the PS WEEROONA, commenced operations in late 1910, and being the latest and greatest, it drew  

the focus of attention of newspaper photographers away from both OZONE and HYGEIA. 

However, after WW1, there was renewed interest in the PS HYGEIA, with no less than 24 

photographs published across The Argus and The Herald in the period from 1919 until her stripped 

hull finally slipped beneath the waves in Bass Strait in 1932. But that is a story for another article. 

 

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *   

[NE, February 2021]  


