
Ocean liners of 
yesteryear

The liner Oriana being escorted into Sydney Harbour.

Peter Chinn takes a nostalgic look at the ocean liners that 
once sailed into Sydney:

M y se rv ice  in th e  o ld  C u s to m s  Lan d ing  B ran ch  d uring  
1 9 5 9 -6 4  w a s  a t th e  ta il end  o f th e  heyd a y  o f th e  g rea t 
p a sse n g e r sh ip  era.

S y d n e y  w o u ld  o fte n  se e  fo u r  o r  five  a rriva ls  a day, fro m  th e  
big P & O  line rs  to  s m a lle r ve sse ls  fro m  N e w  G u in e a  (n o w  
P a p u a  N e w  G u inea) and  th e  P ac ific  is lands.

B y th e  end  o f th e  1 9 6 0 s , w ith  th e  g ro w th  in in te rn a tio n a l air 
tra ve l, th e  sh ip p in g  c o m p a n ie s  b egan w ith d ra w in g  th e ir  
ve sse ls  fro m  serv ice . 1 9 5 5 -5 6  w a s  th e  last ye a r th a t 
o v e rs e a s  p a sse n g e r a rriva ls  by sea  exce ed ed  a ir a rriva ls  
a t S yd n e y : 8 3 ,0 8 7  to  5 6 ,3 6 6 .

U ntil th e  la te  1 9 6 0 s , th e  B ritish  m e rc h a n t navy  w a s  th e  
la rg es t in th e  w o rld  and  m o s t o f th e  sh ip s  in S y d n e y  w e re  
fly ing  th e  R ed  Ens ig n . B r ita in ’s a d m is s io n  to  th e  E u ro p e a n  
U n io n  has  seen  th e  re o rie n ta tio n  o f o u r trad in g  links to  th e  
A s ia  P ac ific  reg ion  and  w e  a re  n o w  m o re  fa m ilia r w ith  th e  
flag  c a rrie rs  o f C h ina , Jap an , K o re a  and  S ing ap o re .

In th e  ag e  o f th e  p a sse n g e r liner, tw o  g rea t sh ip p ing  
c o m p a n ie s  d o m in a te d  fo r  o ve r 1 0 0  years : P & O  (P e n in su la r 
and  O rie n ta l S te a m  N a v ig a tio n  C o m p a n y ) and  O rie n t L ine  
(O rien t S te a m  N a v ig a tio n  C o m p a n y  Ltd).

B e fo re  th e y  a m a lg a m a te d  o p e ra tio n s  in 1 9 6 0  as P & O - 
O rie n t L ine  (later, s im p ly  P&O ), th e ir  vesse ls  w e re  q u ite  
d iffe re n t. P & O  sh ip s  had  w h ite  hu lls  w ith  y e llo w  funn e ls . 
T h e ir  c re w s  w e re  m o s tly  In d ia n -G o a n e s e  s te w a rd s  and
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L a sc a r s e a m e n  w ith  B rit is h  o ffic e rs . O rie n t line rs  had  c o rn - 
c o lo u re d  hu lls  w ith  y e llo w  fu n n e ls  and  a ll-B rit is h  c rew s .

In th e  la te  1 9 5 0 s , P & O 's  f le e t c o m p ris e d  th e  p re -w a r 
Strathaird, Stratheden, Strathmore and  Strathnaver (w h ich  
all had  g o n e  b y  1 9 6 3 ) an d  th e  m u c h  la rg e r s h ip s  o f th e  
p o s t-w a r  p e riod , th e  Himalaya, Arcadia and  Iberia. T h e  
Canberra m a d e  h e r m a id e n  vo ya g e  in 196 1 .

A t th e  s a m e  tim e , th e  O r ie n t L ine  had  th e  o ld  Orontes and  
th e  Orion fro m  b e fo re  th e  w a r  and  th e  p o s t-w a r  Orcades, 
Oronsay and  Orsova. M a tc h in g  th e  Canberra w a s  th e  
c o m p a n y ’s s u p e r- lin e r Oriana.

I reca ll th e  a rriva l o f th e  Oriana on  he r m a id e n  v o y a g e  o n  
3 0  D e c e m b e r 1 9 6 0 . It w a s  a d o u b le  e v e n t as  sh e  w a s  th e  
firs t v e sse l to  b e rth  a t th e  n e w  o v e rs e a s  te rm in a l at 
C irc u la r Quay.

W h ile  th e  Canberra a n d  Oriana carried  o v e r 2 0 0 0  
p a sse n g e rs  in tw o  c la s s e s  (p lus 9 0 0  c rew ) th e  o th e rs  
a c c o m m o d a te d  a b o u t 1 2 0 0  w ith  7 0 0  c rew . In la te r ye a rs , 
th e s e  b e c a m e  o n e -c la s s  sh ip s . T h e  b u lk  o f p a sse n g e rs  
w e re  ass is te d  im m ig ra n ts  w h o  paid  a fa re  o f £ 1 0 .

S h a w  Savill u lt im a te ly  rep lac ed  he r and  th e  ve ry  old 
Moreton Bay w ith  tw o  in n o v a tiv e  liners , Southern Cross 
a n d  Northern Star.

T h e  Southern Cross ca rrie d  1 1 0 0  p a s s e n g e rs  and  
o p e ra te d  fro m  E n g la n d  to  A u s tra lia  and  N e w  Z e a la n d  v ia  
P a n a m a ; th e  Northern Star v ia  C a p e  T o w n  w ith  1 4 0 0  
p a sse ng e rs .

Ita lian sh ip p in g  c o m p a n ie s  had  a la rge  sh a re  o f th e  
p a sse n g e r m a rk e t, m u c h  o f w h ic h  w a s  im m ig ra n t. L loyd  
T r ie s tin o  had  th re e  s is te r  sh ip s : Australia, Neptunia and  
Oceania, and  Toscana in se rv ic e  fro m  G e n o a  d u ring  th e  
1 9 5 0 s , be ing  rep lac ed  by th e  m u c h  la rg e r and  lu xu rio u s  
Galileo Galilei and  Guglielmo Marconi.

S itm a r, a n o th e r Ita lian line (and in m o re  re c e n t t im e s  b e fo re  
its  m e rg e r w ith  P & O  s y n o n y m o u s  w ith  P ac ific  c ru ises) w a s  
heav ily  in to  th e  ca rria g e  o f im m ig ra n ts .

T h e  1 9 5 0 s  s a w  th e m  o p e ra tin g  th e  Castel Felice, Castel 
Bianco and  th e  o rig ina l Fairsea w h ic h  w a s  a c o n v e rte d  
w a r t im e  aux ilia ry  a irc ra ft carrie r. T h e s e  w e re  in t im e  
rep laced  by th e  m u c h - im p ro v e d  Fairsky and  Fairstar.

S h a w  Savill & A lb io n  L ine  w a s  a n o th e r B ritish  c o m p a n y  in 
th e  A u s tra lia n  tra d e . It had  m a n y  fine  c a rg o  ve s s e ls  such  
as Gothic, Cymric and Aramaic.

L ike  m a n y  c a rg o  v e s s e ls  in th o s e  d ays, th e y  ca rried  12 
p asse ng e rs . A b o v e  th a t n u m b e r th e y  w e re  req u ired  to  
have  a d o c to r on  b oard . T h e ir  f in e s t p a s s e n g e r sh ip  w a s  
th e  Dominion Monarch, a t 2 7 ,0 0 0  to n n e s  th e  w o r ld ’s 
la rg es t m o to r s h ip  a t th e  t im e  o f he r c o n s tru c tio n  in 19 3 9 . 
A  o n e -c la s s  (first) sh ip , s h e  carried  5 2 5  p a sse n g e rs  a n d  a 
la rge  a m o u n t o f c a rg o .

Ita lian line F lo tta  L a u ro  w a s  in to  th e  e x -a irc ra ft ca rrie r 
b u s in e ss  w ith  its  Sydney and  Foma d u ring  th e  1 9 5 0 -6 0  
p e riod . B u t w ith  tw o  D u tc h  c o m p a n ie s  w ith d ra w in g  fro m  
th e ir  ro u n d - th e -w o r ld  p a sse n g e r se rv ic e s  in 19 6 4 , th e  
c o m p a n y  b o u g h t Willem Ruys and  Oranje, w h ic h  had  b o th  
b een  regu la r v is ito rs  to  th is  p o rt.

F lo tta  L au ro  re n a m e d  th e m  Achille Lauro and  Angelina 
Lauro and  re n o va te d  th e m . T h e  Angelina Lauro carried  
1 8 9  firs t c lass  and  1 4 2 7  to u r is t c lass  p a sse n g e rs ; th e  
Achille Lauro 1 52  firs t c la ss  and  1 5 0 0  in to u r is t  c lass . T h e ir  
t im e  on th e  reg u la r p a s s e n g e r se rv ic e  to  A u s tra lia  w a s  
s h o r t and  th e y  w e re  w ith d ra w n  in 19 7 3 .

Clerks and declaration officers boarding a vessel to process passengers.
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A Customs officer processing passengers at Wharf 12, Pyrmont.

A ls o  h ig h -r is k  w e re  th e  B ritish  sh ip s  o f th e  C h in a  
N av ig a tio n  C om p a ny . Changsha and  Taiyuan, p op u la r 
to u r is t sh ip s , w o u ld  g e ne ra lly  y ie ld  p ro d u c tive  sea rc hes , to  
revea l n o t o n ly  c o n tra b a n d  b u t illegal im m ig ra n ts .

Anking and  Anshun w e re  tw o  o th e r reg u la r v is ito rs  o f th e  
line. I reca ll o n e  o f th e m  b ring ing  a c o u p le  o f hun d red  
W h ite  R u ss ia n  re fu g e e s  exp e lled  fro m  M a n c h u ria  in m id - 
195 9 . T h e y  w e re  ve ry  p o o r an d  th e ir  p o s s e s s io n s  w e re  
p acke d  in a n c ie n t c h e s ts  and  b oxes .

C h in a  N av ig a tio n  C o m p a n y  had  a fle e t o f m u c h  sm a lle r 
v e sse ls  p ly ing  th e  N e w  G u in e a  p o rts . T h e y  w e re  
im m a c u la te  ve sse ls  ca rry ing  a b o u t 6 0  p asse n g e rs , such 

as  Sinkiang, Shansi, Soochow and  Pakhoi.

A  big F rench  sh ip p in g  com p a n y , M e ssa g e rie s  M a ritim e s , 
had  a long  p re se n c e  in A u s tra lia n  w a te rs  w ith  p a sse n g e r 
and  c a rg o  sh ip s . O n th e  E u ro p e a n  serv ice , w e  regu la rly  
s a w  Melanesien and  Tahitien. B u t th e  b e s t-k n o w n  vesse l o f 
all w a s  Polynesie w h ic h  sa iled  b e tw e e n  Sydney, N o u m e a  
and  th e  N e w  H eb rid e s  (n o w  V anu a tu ).

T h e  m a jo r is land s sh ip p ing  c o m p a n y  w a s  B u rn s  Ph ilp . T h e  
c o m p a n y  had  th e  d is tin c tio n  o f o p e ra tin g  th re e  o f th e  fo u r 
A u s tra lia n -re g is te re d  p a s s e n g e r ve sse ls  on  reg u la r

A n o th e r Ita lian c o m p a n y  re p re s e n te d  in A u s tra lia  w a s  th e  
C o g e d a r L ine  o f G e n o a  w ith  th re e  re la tive ly  sm a ll sh ips, 
Aurelia, Flaminia and  Fiavia w h ic h  d isa p p e a re d  fro m  th e  
scene, like  s o  m a n y  o th e rs , d u ring  th e  m id -1 9 6 0 s .

C h a n d ris  L ine s  s ta r te d  a se rv ic e  to  A u s tra lia  in 1 9 5 9  w ith  
th e  Paths, w h ic h  w a s  fo llo w e d  in to  se rv ic e  by th e  Brittany 
(until she w a s  d e s tro y e d  by fire  in 1963), Ellenis, Australis, 
Britanis and  fin a lly  Queen Frederica.

O n e  c f th e  fin e s t D u tc h  line rs  se rv ing  A u s tra lia  w a s  th e  
lo n g e s t-n a m e d  o f all, Johan Van Oldenbarnevelt o f th e  
N ed e rland  L ine . T h e  o th e r  sh ip  o f th a t line on  th e  
R o tte rd a m -A u s tra lia  run w a s  Oranje. R oya l R o tte rd a m  
L loyd  L ine  se rve d  A u s tra lia  w ith  Willem Buys. T w o  o th e r 
m ig ra n t-c a rry in g  D u tc h  v e sse ls  w e re  th e  Zulderkruls and  
Groote Beer.

D u tc h  line rs  reg u la rly  v is iting  S y d n e y  on  th e  S o u th e a s t 
A s ia  serv ice  and  o w n e d  by th e  R oya l In te rocean  L ines 
w e re  Nieuw Holland, Tjiwangi and  Tjiluwah. T h e s e  w e re  
h ig h -r is k  sm u g g lin g  ve s s e ls  and  te a m s  o f C u s to m s  
P re ve n tive  O ffic e rs  w o u ld  be p u t on  b oard  to  sea rch  fo r  
c o n tra b a n d . A t th e  tim e , tra n s is to r  ra d io s  had ju s t c o m e  on  
th e  m a rke t (in th e  d a ys  o f in n o c e n c e  b e fo re  d rugs) and  
la rg e  cac hes  w o u ld  o fte n  be fou n d .
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o v e rs e a s  se rv ic e . T h e  la rg es t w e re  Bulolo a n d  Malaita; th e  
fo rm e r c a rry in g  2 4 0  and  th e  la tte r  1 0 0  p a sse n g e rs , and  
Malekula — 12 p a s s e n g e rs  — se rv ic ing  N e w  G u ine a .

W ith  s m a lle r p a s s e n g e r c a p a c ity  w e re  th e  G la s g o w - 
reg is te red  v e s s e ls  Braeside and  Burnside on  th e  
S in g a p o re , M a la y s ia  a n d  In d o n e s ia  se rv ice . O th e r ve sse ls  
su c h  as Montoro, Tulagi and  Moresby p lied th e  S o lo m o n  
Is lands, N e w  H e b rid e s  and  N o rfo lk  Is land p o rts .

M u c h  p rized  “d o w n  th e  b a y ” b oa rd in g  jo b s  by C u s to m s  
Lan d ing  B ra n c h  o ffic e rs  w e re  th e  lu xu rio u s  M a ts o n  liners  
Mariposa and  Monterey o u t o f S a n  F ran c isc o . O n 
c o m p le tio n  o f p a s s e n g e r d e c la ra tio n s , C u s to m s  a s s is ta n t 
w h a r f  e x a m in in g  o ffic e rs  w o u ld  be tre a te d  to  s u m p tu o u s  
b re a k fa s ts  b e fo re  th e  sh ip  b e rthe d .

I reg u la rly  p e rfo rm e d  d e c la ra tio n  c le rk  d u tie s  o n  H u d d a rt 
P a rk e r ’s Wanganella, an A u s tra lia n  sh ip , and  U n io n  S te a m  
S h ip ’s Monowai. T h e s e  ve sse ls  a rrive d  like c lo c k w o rk  on 
a lte rn a te  T u e s d a y s  fro m  A u c k la n d  and  W e llin g to n  and  th e ir  
c re w s  and  p a s s e n g e rs  w e re  friend ly, h o m e ly  and  
u n p re te n tio u s . W e  w o u ld  b oa rd  th e  sh ip s  o ff W a ts o n ’s B ay 
a t a b o u t 6 .3 0 a m  and , a fte r ta k in g  d e c la ra tio n s , a d jo u rn  to  
th e  d in ing  ro o m  fo r  b re a k fa s t.

In its  la tte r d ays  o f se rv ice , o n e  o f th e  last in te rs ta te  liners, 
Kanimbla, o w n e d  by M c lw ra ith  M c E a c h a rn  L td , w a s  used  
fo r  c ru ise s  to  Ja p a n  and  H ong  K on g . O n he r a rriva l in 
S y d n e y  o n e  a u tu m n  d a y  in 19 5 9 , I p u t in th e  h a rd e s t d ay in 
m y  w o rk in g  life, co lle c tin g  d u ty  fro m  c re w  m e m b e rs .

It w a s  m y firs t e x p e r ie n c e  o f d u ty  c o lle c tio n . H a lf a d o ze n  
C u s to m s  a s s is ta n t w h a r f  exa m in in g  o ffic e rs  s a t a t a d u s ty  
tre s tle  ta b le  w ith  im p a tie n t A u s tra lia n  c re w  m e m b e rs  
a n x io u s  to  g e t aw ay. T h e re  w e re  n o  c a lc u la to rs , d u ty  ra tes  
w e re  c o m p le x  and  w e  w e re  w o rk in g  in p o u n d s , sh illings  
a n d  p ence. It w a s  a re lie f w h e n  I s te p p e d  o u t in to  th e  
s u n s h in e  o n  fin ish in g  duty.

T h e  e ra  o f th e  p a s s e n g e r sh ip  in th e  P o rt o f S y d n e y  w a s  
o n e  o f in fin ite  v a rie ty  and  co lour. T h e  sh ip s , th e ir  
p a s s e n g e rs  and  c re w s , th e  c o m p a n y  o ffic ia ls  and  th e  
p e o p le  c o n n e c te d  w ith  th e ir  a rriva ls  and  d e p a rtu re s  
p rov id e d  a rich  b a c k d ro p  to  th e  w o rk in g  lives o f C u s to m s  
o ffic e rs  a ss o c ia te d  w ith  th e m .

P ro g re s s  d ic ta te d  th e  pass ing  o f th is  e ra  b u t th o s e  o f us 
w h o  lived th ro u g h  it a re  riche r fo r  th e  exp e rience .


