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The Evolution of Skindiving 
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Part One 

 
When did Spearfishing actually start in Australia? Well, your guess is as good as mine 
is, but I’m backing somewhere from 40,000 to 60,000 years ago. I also feel it’s a safe 
bet to suggest early Australian Aboriginals actually invented this ecologically 
sustainable fishing technique, and they’ve been employing it with harmony ever 
since. But it was the Japanese who invented the first single plate underwater mask for 
pearl diving during the 1800’s. 
 
It might have taken European’s a fair while to catch on, but with that in mind I’d like 
to explore the evolution of Skindiving and Spearfishing in Australia and acknowledge 
that it is but one aspect of this countries rich, beach loving culture.  
 
It all started with the Australian Crawl. “How’s that?”  I hear you say. Well, this 
innovative swimming technique was invented in Australia by an 11 year old, Alex 
Wickham. This occurred in 1899 at Bronte Baths in Sydney and the same Alex 
Wickham is reported to be the first non-indigenous person to enter the water and spear 
fish in Australia. 
  
This was in 1917 and by then Alex was well recognised in Australian swimming 
circles and known as the Human Fish. He acquired this nickname due to his habit of 
entering Sydney Harbour to catch fish using a spear. Huge crowds would gather along 
the foreshore to watch Alex’s antics to the protest of local Police. Rather than 
challenge local authorities, Alex knew Skindiving challenged the paradigms of 
society and some argue this still rings true today. 
 
It wasn’t until the mid 1920’s that the next spearman (as they were then called) was 
observed and this time it was along the shores of Botany Bay. He was Denny Wells 
and it was his keen interest in Skindiving that assisted Denny to later feed his family 
through the great depression. This major economic downturn saw many families 
throughout Australia revert to a subsistence lifestyle. Squatter shacks sprung up all 
along the Sydney coastline and a few still survive today.  Many of the current 
occupants still enjoy harvesting crayfish, abalone and Spearfishing. They talk about 
their proud family associations with the shacks and how Spearfishing saved their 
grandparents from starvation when most Australians had no money to put food on the 
dinner table. For them, Spearfishing still remains a proud way of life. 
 
It was also during the depression years that the first female Skindiver was observed. 
This was May Wells, wife of Denny who joined her husband spearing fish for the 
dinner table. As the great depression was one of the primary instigators for 
Spearfishing, there are strong cultural ties for many Australian families and it 
deserves greater cultural celebration. I known my interest began with my grandfather 
harvesting crayfish and blue swimmer crabs along the shores of Sydney Harbour and 
Botany Bay. Seafood also enabled him to provide for his family during these tough 
economic times.  



Figure 1: 1940’s advertisement for early underwater goggles 

 
When the Second World War erupted, Skindiving took a back seat. However, it was 
this very conflict that seeded the birth of one of Australia’s leading Skindiving 
companies. Don Linklater commanded a company of Torres Straight Islanders during 
part of the War, and it just happened that these guys were excellent pearl divers. They 
taught Don how to dive, make spearguns and even basic diving masks. Upon his 
return to Sydney Don started a company by the name of Undersea Novelties which 
later changed its name to Undersea Products, manufacturing spearguns, hand spears 
and face masks. This company still produces a range of high quality spearguns and 
Skindiving equipment for both the Australian and export markets. 
 

The first white man to spear fish in 
Queensland did so in December 
1949. Jim Linquist was also 
infected by Skindiving due to his 
War experiences in the South 
Pacific. Jim had gained knowledge 
about spearing fish from Islanders 
and upon his return to his 
hometown of Cudgen, knew the 
clear waters and rocky shores of 
Cudgen Creek would be suitable to 
spearing fish.  Jim set his mind to 
making his own equipment. He 
made a mask from an old inner 
tube and a hand spear from a 
broom handle (I saw some kids 
only last week with Jim’s hand 
spear design, well at least they 
were out exercising and not 
graffiting the local bus shelter).  
 
The post War years saw a small 
handful of enthusiasts dabbling in 
Skindiving across Australia. One 
inspired them particularly and he 
eventually became known as “The 
Old Dick”. He was Richard 
Charles, the founder and first 
President of the Underwater Spear 

Fishermen’s Association (USFA) and later the Australian Underwater Federation 
(AUF). This group was founded on April 4, 1948 in reaction to a lack of public 
understanding of underwater fishing. Dick told members that they were in danger of 
having the sport banned and participants arrested (after a Constable demanded he stop 
spearing fish in a local river and claimed he was going to arrest him). Around 50 
spearmen expressed interest to join.  
 
The formation of this group was timely, for in March 1952 there was public pressure 
to ban Spearfishing. A ban was proposed by the Department of Agriculture to prohibit 
Spearfishing within 800m of all river entrances, harbours and creeks. Dick lobbied the 
Minister and in May of that year T C Roughley, Superintendent of Fisheries said 



Figure 2: Early snorkel design 

“Prove to me that a spearman, diving around in shallow water will frighten fish when 
a ferry boat, sharks, speedboats, shipping, submarines, aircraft etc have not yet been 
able to do, and I will certainly ban them because they must be really supermen with 
an evil eye.” The support of Fisheries overturned uninformed public sentiment and 
preserved our sport. This is a vital lesson that all Spearo’s should keep in the back of 
their mind. We all know that we get hard done by from time to time, but our actions 
speak louder than words. Spearfishing is the most ecologically sustainable form of 
fishing, but it only takes one or two bad public exposures for our image to be 
destroyed. Remember that we are better off working with Government departments to 
improve and promote our sport than fighting them to remove a proposed ban.  
 
These early pioneers did it tough. No wetsuits, no fins or even snorkel. They wore 
sandshoes or gumboots to protect against cuts. About the only familiar item they used 
were weight belts, but they used 2.2kg for every 6.3kgs of body weight. No wonder 
they weren’t scared of sharks, the sharks knew that heavy metals accumulated up the 
food chain so they stayed well clear. 
 
The next big evolution came 
with the advent of fins. 
Well, you and I might not 
have called them fins, as 
they were tiny stubby little 
things. I’m sure today’s 
boogie boarders would even 
pass them up, but they were 
certainly an improvement 
on those old gumboots. 
 
In 1947 two keen 
Skindivers were interested 
in staying under water for 
more than 1 to 2 minutes to 
catch crayfish. They’d heard 
about an invention in France that allowed divers to breath whilst underwater. There 
was no hope of buying one in Australia so George and Trevor Davies of Newcastle 
started making a primitive two-stage regulator themselves. Using the landing gear 
scavenged from a WWII Wirraway fighter, they moulded a rubber diaphragm and 
George made a steel mould for the mouthpiece out of leftovers from a tyre re-treading 
factory. To overcome the problem of a lack of high pressure cylinders, they cut to 
length ! inch steel tubing which they forged domed ends for at Cardiff Railway 
Workshop in Newcastle. Trevor welded these to tubing and George machined a brass 
adaptor and valve, which were brazed directly onto the ends of the cylinder. 
 
The hoses from the mouth piece to the regulator were ex-military parts and by 1952 
their home made regulator was ready for testing. But they had a problem. How to get 
pure air under pressure into the cylinder as no compressor was available. So like their 
regulator, they built one. It wasn’t very powerful, but it enabled the brothers to 
become Australian pioneers during a trip to Seal Rocks where they become one of the 
first Australians to build and use a pure air underwater breathing apparatus for sport 
diving.  Not bad for a couple of young blokes keen to catch a feed of crays. 
 



Figure 3: Colin Castle and Roger Shephard showing their 
slick new smooth wetsuits in Sydney Harbour in 1960. Note 
their home made weightbelts made by melting fishing 
sinkers and pouring into matchboxes and then sowing to 
army webbing. 

In February 1950 the newly formed Underwater Spearfishermen’s Association of 
NSW published the first magazine dedicated to Spearfishing and underwater 
activities. It was a jambed packed 7 pages, including the front and back covers. Guess 
Windows XP and Microsoft Word was still a few years off… 
 
Competition Spearfishing started in 1953 at Tweed Heads. It was the first Men’s 
Spearfishing Championship and was taken out by Ron Cox. These early “Comps” 
unlike those of today started at dawn and ended at dusk. With all of our warm 
wetsuits and long fins, I still know a few Spearo’s who believe that the modern 5-hour 
“Comp” is too long. I would have loved to see them dive with “The Old Dick” and his 
buddies, I reckon the old “Comps” would have sorted the men from the boys. 
 
The first SCUBA diving club was started in April, 1953 by a group of Spearfishermen 
(Don Linklater, Wally Gibbins, Dr Rosecoe Fay to name a few) eager to create a pool 
of equipment for the purpose of underwater photography, salvage and marine 
observation. This group was known as the Underwater Explores Club. Similar clubs 
quickly sprung up in other states. 
 
My father (Roger Shephard) began spearing fish in 1955 at the age of 11 on holidays 
at Lake Macquarie. Every possible spare minute he was down by the water catching 
fish, crabs or whatever he could. He mainly used set hand lines targeting Flathead. 
But whilst he waited to bag a few lizards he often daydreamed about larger fish that 
must be lying out of view. One day he was given a set of toy pool goggles, which 
gave him an idea. He quickly grabbed his fishing line, some cockle meat and jumped 
into the lake from his uncles wharf. He baited the hook and within minutes started 

catching small bream underwater. He 
still recounts these experiences 
today. He could see the usual big 
fellas hanging wearily back watching 
the small bream swallow the bait. He 
found this so frustrating that the next 
day he fashioned a home made hand 
spear from a straightish tree branch, 
wired 2 six inch nails to one end and 
started chasing fish like a character 
out of a Loony Tunes cartoon. 
 
He didn’t have much luck the first 
few times, but he did manage to 
catch a small flathead after jabbing in 
3 or 4 times. He found he couldn’t 
quite thrust the spear fast enough for 
bream and whiting, so he found an 
old inner tube and cut some rubber 
strips, which he wired to the other 
end. Now he knew he had a serious 
hand spear with thrust. He persisted 
and eventually landed the odd Bream 
and nice Flathead. 
By the time my father was 16 (1960) 
he’d saved enough money with his 



Figure 4: Roger Shephard and Colin Castle proudly displaying their catch taken on SCUBA 

few part time jobs to buy a handspear, and a timber (Bazooka) by Undersea products. 
Only last week he was telling me how through out the 1960’s, when he and his mate 
(Colin Castle) would dive Sydney Harbour, huge crowds would gather and watch for 
hours. “Everyone was fascinated with what we caught, and if we ever saw sharks.” he 
said. “I remember one day at Clovelly someone shouted shark. Colin and I had just 
got out and one lady pleaded with us to kill it. We went back in and within 5 minutes 
we’d pulled out a 5-foot Wobby, everyone cheered and for a few hours we were 
treated like royalty. It was amazing.” 
 
From 1951 to the late 1960’s SCUBA diving was gaining in popularity and few 
ventured into the water without their trusty spearguns. This was primarily for 
protection, but a few SCUBA divers were slaughtering fish for profit. The Australian 
Underwater Federation (AUF) and government authorities stepped in and banned 
Spearfishing on SCUBA. Many SCUBA divers protested long and loud to the extent 
that they formed a breakaway lobby called the SCUBA Divers Association. This 
group was formed in NSW and spread to other States and continued to fight the ban. 
They didn’t succeed and the ban is still in place today, with the exception of Western 
Australia. 

This breakaway saw a split between Spearfishermen and SCUBA divers across 
Australia. It’s quite ironic that an association fighting for the use of Spearguns are the 
forefathers to some of the biggest critics of modern breathhold Spearfishing.  Whether 
you enjoy SCUBA or Freediving, this split was a lost for all divers alike and as we 
will see next issue, Skindiving and Spearfishing was about to undergo the next 
revolutionary change. From the mid 1950’s to the early 1960’s Spearfishing had 
evolved from pioneering days to a common weekend activity and was about to enter 
its “Golden Era”, but we’ll explore that next issue. 


