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The first recorded European contact with Australia was in 1606, when Duyfken, a small 
feisty ship commissioned by the VOC (Dutch East India Company) set sail to discover 
"the great land of Nova Guinea and other unknown lands east and south”. 
 

Skippered by Willem Janszoon, 
and with 20 crew on board, she 
headed south-east from the 
Indonesian Banda Islands, past 
the coast of what we now know 
as New Guinea, heading down 
the west coast of Cape York 
Peninsula as far as Cape 
K e e r w e e r  ( D u t c h  f o r 
"turnaround") before charting a 
course north and then west.  
 

Duyfken (“Little Dove”) made 
landfall on the coast (near Weipa) 
but didn’t quite bring peace and 
goodwill. They were repulsed 
by local inhabitants after the 
crew tried to steal aboriginal 
women, the altercation resulted 
in the loss of 7-9 lives, and 
possibly the first recorded 
injustice of aborigines. 
 

400 years later Duyfken returns to 
our tropical waters in the form of 
an authentic replica, this time for 
an extended stay! 
 

In Perth 1993, construction of the 
replica vessel started, and was completed in 1999 by the Duyfken 1606 Replica 
Foundation. Since then the replica has retraced many expeditions of her name sake, and 
now Duyfken is on the move again, this time to her new home port of Cairns��
�

The ship is planning to arrive into Cairns on Friday the 29th of June, where it will be 
officially welcomed by the City of Cairns spending a month open for exhibition to the 
public and schools. A small sail programme has been planned to take the ship up to Port 
Douglas and Cooktown, returning in time for the annual Cairns Festival.  
Volunteer crew members are sought to join in the sailing activities. 
Duyfken is currently berthed at the Marlin Marina where you can visit and make 
enquiries about crewing opportunities. 
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�  elcome to the first edition of our 
newsletter. The Cairns Maritime 

Museum has an avid interest in our heritage; 
the sea, the local culture, the  people and the 
vessels, all of which, in their own way 
helped to forge Cairns into what it is today. 
 

     It is said we should never forget our 
roots. We are never immune from history 
repeating itself and the challenge is to fully 
understand the past and the context of events 
that shaped it. It is sometimes difficult to 
interest young people in the past, they are 
often so focused on the present and the 
future that there is no “need” to study 
history. I remember as a young bloke 
thinking that anything “out of date” was 
worthless. Old books, magazines, atlases, 
were thrown out without a second thought. 
 

     It wasn’t until I bought an old boat; a bit 
of living history, that I became hooked. In 
that hull I saw the history of the vessel and 
marveled in its meaning and purpose. That 
boat was a 47-foot ex pilot boat from 
Bunbury Harbour, the “MV Petrel”. It had 
been retired years earlier, used by the sea 
scouts and had been restored by some 
private owners, before ending up in my 
ownership for a period of its life.  
 

     I was honoured to own such a vessel and 
when the time came to pass it on, 5 years 
later, I tried to interest the local maritime 
museum in buying it. That wasn’t possible 
due to lack of funds and eventually I sold her 
privately.  “Petrel” changed hands a number 
of times, finally ending up on the bottom 
(scuttled as a dive site). 
 

     All very lamentable but this story is 
repeated around the ports of Australia,. 
significant vessels are lost with just a few 
photos, artifacts or testimonials remaining to 
tell a glorious and informative story. 
 

      The Cairns Maritime Museum aspires to 
research and retain our maritime history and 
to present it in such a way as to engage public 
interest and support. We seek active members 
who have a passion to preserve our past to 
achieve this. 
 

    Please take the time to fill out an 
application form at the end of this newsletter 
and join our group. We would love to take 
you on our restored glass bottom boat for a 
fascinating journey around Trinity Inlet to 
experience some of the history and adventures 
of Cairns. 
�
I look forward to meeting you all….Paul 
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Disclaimer: Opinions and views contained in this publication are not necessarily those of the Cairns Maritime Museum Inc. 
Ownership, authorship, accuracy and liability of any published material remains with the individual contributor. Articles received 
may be edited for length, clarity, decency and sensitivity prior to publication. 
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   Cairns Maritime Museum started life in 
1987 as the Maritime Archaeological 
Association of Far North Queensland. The 
first meeting was chaired by Gordon 
Herbertson, and held at Ben Cropp’s 
Shipwreck Museum at Port Douglas. It's 
indicative of how we have been treated by 
some politicians, in that the wharf shed 
that housed Ben's collection has been 
vacant and unused since unsuccessful 
negotiations with the Douglas Shire 
Council in 2000.  
 

   However, that event led to a 
collaboration that resulted in the 
establishment of a new Shipwreck 
Museum, in the Pier Marketplace, Cairns. 
The museum lasted for 18 months, and 
displayed both Ben Cropp's collection, 
and also our own, with visiting exhibitions 
including the model ship collection of the 
Seychelles Consul General. When the 
museum closed, partly because of lack of 
patronage, and also because the centre 
was remodelling, we were attracting three 
visitations a week from school groups.   
 
Despite the museum being a financial 
disaster (not only for us, but also for Ben 
Cropp, who contributed $20,000), the end 
result was a much higher profile for our 
struggling association. Our collection was 
augmented by considerable donations of 
maritime oddities from the public.  
 

   In 2002 came our biggest challenge. 
Negotiations were underway to purchase 
the 1905 pearl lugger "Floria", when it 
sank under mysterious circumstances. A 
huge effort by past president Jon Burnett, 
with the assistance of other volunteers, 
and the generosity of maritime 
businesses, brought her up from the 
deepest part of the swing basin. This was 
a nightmare, no visibility, and becoming 
entangled up were regular occurrences, 

with no possibility of assistance. There 
are plenty of anecdotes from those days. 
When "Floria" surfaced, we had no 
chance of towing her. Jon called in the 
Maritime Safety workboat. $2000.00 was 
quoted as the price. "Yes", we said, 
knowing the bank account was empty. 
When the bill came, we were fortunate to 
have a sympathetic ear from the Minister -
and it has to be said, Queensland 
Transport/ Maritime Safety have been 
staunch supporters over the years.  
 
    One year later, we also acquired the 
only remaining Hayles built glass bottom 
boat from Great Adventures. Then a few 
busy years ensued, with "Work for the 
Dole" projects, and grant money helping 
to bring these vessels back to life.  
During this time, members continued to 
push all levels of Government for a  
Maritime Museum venue. But the wind 
never seemed to blow the right way, 
despite encouragement and participation 
from Member for Cairns Desley Boyle.  
 

    In 2005, members voted to change the 
name to Cairns Maritime Museum. It 
seems that the name also brought a 
change of spirit, and in 2006, a 
community consultat ion process 
commenced, for the long and final push 
for Governments to heed our call to house 
our unique collection. The path has not 

been easy, and another 
hiccup happened in 2005, 
when, in attempting to 
acquire another Torres 
Strait lugger, "Galton" she 
also sank in Trinity Inlet. 
Regrettably, not enough 
support could be gathered 
for a refloat, and now it is 
probably too late.  
  
    The future of the 
Association looks bright. A 
recent grant from Cairns 

City Council has enabled us to get the 
glass bottom boat close to completion. 
We also thank of member Ern McEachern 
for his sterling efforts. The association's 
collaboration with the Wooden Boat 
Association can only bring positive 
benefits. It seems that those in 
Government have come to recognise the 
importance of the great community work 
of our members and supporters. 
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Jubilation as Floria  
is raised from her 
watery grave. 

 by Phillip Holt 
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�  ying broken and battered, the ghost of an old ship rests heavily on her side. The waves 

of Trinity Inlet lap around the once grand bow of the “T.S. Triton” as the many modern 
sailing and motor vessels pass by, leaving her stories in their wake. One may wonder why 
this hulk of a ship should still remain on the banks of Cairns Harbour but then again her tales 
of adventure have been forgotten as the tides of time have carried them into a not so distant 
past. 
 
Beginning life on the banks of the Barron River in Stratford in 1943, it is believed she was 
the largest wooden ship ever built in the Cairns region. With a length of 102’ 6” (31.26m), a 
beam of 24’ (7.23m) and a displacement 160 tons, she was built almost entirely of local 
timber. Originally designed by Captain Alf Hansen to carry lumber from the Bloomfield 
River for J.M. Johnson Sawmill in Stratford. Unfortunately, this part of her working life was 
cut short. The Second World War arrived on the doorstep of North Queensland in the form of 
the American armed forces.  
 
Commissioned by the United States army to act as a supply ship for their troops in the South 
Pacific Theatre, she was launched soon after her completion as the “USAT General 
MacArthur” (USAT - United States Army Transport), after the famous American General 
and Supreme Commander of the Pacific Theatre. Operating mostly in the New Guinea 
campaign, she carried personnel and general supplies to the war zone feeding the Allied 
military machine in their fight against the Japanese invasion forces. She would continue in 
this role for the allied occupation troops in this theatre for the remainder of the war until she 
was decommissioned.  
 
She was purchased by the Tasmanian government in 1947, the “General MacArthur” was 
renamed the “M.V. George Bass” (M.V. – Motor Vessel), after the famous explorer. She 
continued her role as a supply ship around the Tasmanian coastline carrying general supplies 
and timber. During this time it is believed that Burn Cuthberthson was one of her 
crewmembers. Cuthberthson re-enacted the circumnavigation of Tasmania by Bass and 
Flinders in the yawl, “Tom Thumb”. She remained as a supply carrier until the mid fifties 
when the Tasmanian government sold her to their Queensland counterparts. 
 
Renamed the “M.V. Melbidir”, the Queensland government would keep her as a supply and 
transport ship servicing the Torres Strait Islands and other missions and communities. It was 
the third vessel of this name in the region and was the focus of much excitement for the 
locals, as she would bring home new mothers and their children along with fresh supplies that 
were not frequent amongst those communities she serviced. In her final days as the “M.V. 
Melbidir”, Captain George Durante, who was to continue his role on the fourth “Melbidir”, 
skippered her.    
 
In 1973, she left the service of the Queensland government and was donated in a ceremony 
on the 21st of October of that year to the Cairns branch of the Australian Navy League on the 
waters of Trinity Inlet. Here, she would receive her final commission as the “T.S. Triton” (T.
S. – Training Ship), named after the Greek sea god. Captained and crewed entirely by 
volunteers for the next eighteen years, she spent many days at sea with numerous 
organisations. These included the Naval Reserve Cadets, Outward Bound Australia, 
Operation Raleigh, the Australian and New Zealand Scientific Exploration Society, the Saint 
Augustine’s scuba diving class and local Scouts and Guides.  
 
During this time she was maintained largely by the generosity of local businesses and 
professional masters and engineers. Special commendation should be made to the ship 
building company, NQEA Australia who attended to her annual slipping and anti-fouling for 
many years. During the final days of the “T.S. Triton”, she nurtured the local youth of Cairns 
and its surrounding districts and even received international attention as the governments of 
both Papua New Guinea and Singapore sent trainees to Cairns to learn the skills of survival 
and piloting. While in her role as a Training Ship, numerous locals captained and crewed her 
including Alan Stagg, Bill Cain, Peter Dolliver and Alf Cunneen. Alf has remained apart of 
the Australian Navy League and is still a common face amongst cadets today. 
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In 1991, she was decommissioned for the last time and laid to rest on the banks of Admiralty 
Island in the Trinity Inlet, close to the Catalina slipway that was used by No. 11, 20, 42 and 43 
Squadrons to outhaul the aircraft for maintenance during WWII. The long and eventful life of the 
“Triton” was to conclude as the muddied saltwater was to fill her bilges and the final remnants of 
this once loved local icon was to fade into history like the now flaking paint on her hull. So next 
time you spot this old wreck, do not dismiss its value as it once brought much joy and happiness 
to peoples lives. It should be treasured as one of the memories of multiple generations to which so 
many owe the adventures of their youth. 
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C.M.M.  MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION  
 

Membership of the Cairns Maritime Museum is open to anyone with an interest in our maritime history.   
 

CMM offers a diverse range of facilities and activities for members to enjoy; including research,  
preservation and promotion of our heritage, we welcome & encourage all levels of participation. 

 

CMM is a Not for Profit Organisation and relies on community spirit and contributions  
to ensure our irreplaceable collection remains accessible for generations to come.  

 

CMM members are invited to meetings, educational activities, 
social events and receive our regular newsletter. 

 

To register your support please complete and return the application form below with payment,  
a membership starter pack together with information about the many areas of  

involvement will be issued. 
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Rope Workshop 
Saturday 28th July.  

 
Join old salt Len Foxcroft and learn the intricacies of knot  

making in 2 x 2 hour workshops.  
The first session deals with learning the basics, and starting  

your own rope fender. Two weeks later, bring your “homework” back  
for appraisal and further assistance. Cost $20.00 includes materials.  

(WBAC & CMM members pay $10.00) 
Contact: Bob Goodall 0417 753 340 

            Phillip Holt 0404 189 505 
 

Name   

Postal Address   

   

Phone  Fax 

Email   

Areas of Interest   

�  Maritime history � � Maritime archaeology � � Indigenous history 

� � Research � � Curatorial � � Promotion 

� � Naval vessels � � Merchant marine � � Communications 

� � Vessel design � � Vessel restoration � � Model boats 

� � Professional � � Volunteer � � Social 

Other – please specify   

For more information or enquires contact Paul Reilly 0407 760 810  
Emai l :   admin@cairnsmari t imemuseum.com 

Individual….…….$25 
Associate ………..$10.00  (Non voting) 
Corporate………..$100.00 

CONTACT DETAILS 

Annual  
Membership 

Subscriptions 
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