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Address of the 10th Annual Conference of the Australian Institute for Maritime 
Archaeology 
by 
The Hon. Susan Lenehan, Minister for Environment and Planning 

Delegates, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

The theme of this 10th Annual Conference of the Austral­
ian Institute for Maritime Archaeology, Researching the 
Past: Managing its Future, is very timely. The attention 
being paid now to maritime programmes in Australia and 
overseas is greater than it has ever been and South Aus­
tralia is pleased to host a major international conference on 
this aspect of our heritage. 

In recent years, there has been a growing awareness of 
the archaeological potential in recording the maritime 
culture of a country. The enormous upsurge in recreational 
diving has also brought shipwrecks into the spotlight and 
issues such as the preservation and commercial exploita­
tion of wreck sites are engendering interest and reaction 
from several quarters. 

This conference will provide insights into research and 
management of maritime archaeology programmes from 
Southeast Asia, Pacific rim countries and the Netherlands. 

Apart from Australia and New Zealand, delegates are 
represented from Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, Brunei, 
Vietnam, Philippines, Japan; the United States and the 
Netherlands. 

The subjects to be covered are many and varied. They 
cover research, legislation and management issues and 
focus on topics such as shipwrecks and whaling and 
sealing sites-a particularly relevant subject for maritime 
archaeology in South Australia. 

On the subject of shipwrecks, about 650 have been 
located in South Australian waters, to date, 33 of them are 
protected by shipwreck legislation. As you can appreciate, 
this presents an enormous challenge for the maritime 
archaeology programme, both in terms of research and 
management objectives. 

In Australia, community awareness of the importance 
of shipwreck sites has come primarily from recreational 
divers, particularly the Society for Underwater Historical 
Research. They have been the strongest advocates of the 
need to protect and conserve shipwrecks and associated 
artefacts. This of course is no coincidence. They are the 
main community group which has come into physical 
contact with the wreck sites. As a result, they can appreci­
ate their value in enhancing di ving as both a leisure time 
activity and learning experience. 

The challenge we face is to build on this interest and 
support amongst divers as well as extend it to other 
community groups. How can this be achieved? The answer 
in the first instance is through clearly defined education 
and promotion strategies as well as encouraging the sup­
port and involvement of the local community. 

One of the difficulties in gaining community support 
for maritime heritage, unlike land based heritage, is its 
inaccessibility. Generally speaking, shipwreck sites are 
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located underwater and we can't see them unless we are 
prepared to get our hair wet! Of course it's rather more 
complicated than this. The prerequisites include diving 
experience, appropriate equipment and some knowledge 
about the wreck sites themselves. 

Underwater wreck sites are not part of our everyday 
lives and they are not the focus of our attention in the way 
historic buildings are. 

Shipwrecks conjure up a vision of danger and mystique 
in the public mind because they are associated with disas­
ter and the forces of the sea, but their inaccessibility makes 
raising public awareness about the value of shipwrecks a 
challenge. 

It is important to build on the romantic perceptions and 
promote maritime heritage in an imaginative way. Just 
look at the media focus and public interest in the sinking of 
the Titanic for instance. The story of the disaster still 
continues to touch people. 

Ironically, although the Titanic represented a major 
catastrophe in one way, its sinking has been the best means 
of peserving it. Ifit had not sunk in 1912, the Titanic would 
long ago have been broken up to sell as scrap-but now it 
is a rich maritime archaeological source on 20th-century 
ocean liners. 

The nature of shipwrecks means that they arc frozen in 
time-thus providing an insight into maritime history not 
available from any other source. 

A major focus in South Australia's maritimearchaeol­
ogy programme is to raise community awareness through 
the establishment of maritime heritage trails. 

Last week I launched the Wardang Island Maritime 
Heritage Trail which encompasses 8 shipwrecks locaLed 
around Wardang Island in Spencer Gulf. Wardang Island 
is about 10 km wesL of Port Victoria on the Yorke Penin­
sula 

The underwater treasure trove of shipwrecks on Lhe 
trail, along with the maritime heritage of Port Victoria 
itself, existing land based maritime archaeological re­
mains, an excellent waterproof booklet on the trails, as 
well as the interpretation shelter on the Port Victoria 
foreshore combine to give an excellent understanding of 
the significance of Shipwrecks. 

It is only through the provision of high quality interpre­
tive material that the public will gain a beuer appreciaLion 
of shipwrecks and their value as part of our cultural 
heritage. 

Another major focus of South Australia's maritime 
archaeology programme is a State-wide survey of ship­
wrecks. 

The survey aims include: carrying out various forms of 
research, location and identification of shipwrccks and 
associated sites as well as recommendaLions for research 
and management strategies. 
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Work is well underway in two of the six survey regions. 
They are the Soulb-East and Kangaroo Island. A survey, 
funded by the Murray Darling Basin Commission, will 
commence this year of ships and shipping related sites and 
artefacts along the South Australian section of Ibe River 
Murray. 

Many of the countries represented at litis conference 
are Australia's near neighbours. The participation of del­
egates from these countries will generate across fertilization 
of ideas. 

It will advance policy developments in maritime ar­
chaeology, conservation and law in the preservation of 
maritime cultural herilage. Hopefully, it will open up, as in 
past meetings, furlher opportunities for exchange pro­
grammes to assist in documenting the material remains of 
the region's maritime herilage. 

Australians are already involved in maritime archaeol­
ogy projects in Asia. The Asian Ships and Ceramics 
Project has linked a number of institutions in Australia 
with the study of maritime history, trade and shipbuilding 
traditions of Asia and Australia. 

One of the most imporlant outcomes of the conference 
could be to develop more unifonn maritime archaeology 
programmes around Ibe world especially in the area of 
conservation and management of wreck sites. This is 
becoming increasingly feasible with the technological 
development in communications. 

This 10th Annual Conference is a 'turning point' forthe 
Institute, which is becoming more active as a co-ordinating 
body for maritime archaeology in Australia. The confer­
ences themselves are becoming more international, and 
litis is Ibe flfstto have cultural resource managers from the 
United Slates with similar problems to Australia in mari­
time archaeology. 

I would like to aclmow ledge Ibe assistance provided by 
some organizations in funding many of the international 
participants at this conference. They include: Unesco, 
Division of Physical Heritage in Paris, the Cultural Rela­
tions Branch of Ibe Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade, Ibe Department of the Arts, Sport, the Environment, 
Tourism and Territories in Canberra and the Australian 
National Maritime Museum in Sydney. 

Welcome to all delegates from wherever you have 
come. Some of you have visited Australia before. Others 
are here for the flfst time. I am sure the conference 
programme and your interaction will make for some lively 
and rewarding debate. I look forward to hearing of the 
outcome. 
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Historic shipwrecks and blanket declaration 
Wayne Cassidy 
Cultural Heritage Branch, Departlnllnt oj the Arts, Sport, the Environment, Tourism and Territories, PO Box 787, 
Canberra ACT 2601 

The Commonwealth Minister for the Arts, Tourism and 
Territories has received recommendations from his Slate 
and Nonhern Territory counterparts that he declare under 
Section 4a oftheHisloric Shipwrecks Act1976 there mains 
of all vessels 75 years old and over lying in waters under 
Commonwealth jurisdiction. This is lcnown as blanket 
declaration. 

This paper will discuss the background to blanket 
declaration in the context of the origins and evolution of 
the Historic Shipwrecks Act. It will also outline the Com­
monwealth Government's overall policy objectives for 
historic shipwrecks, the possible effect of blanket declara­
tion in the short and long term, and pose some questions as 
to how blanket declaration might best be administered. 

The Historic Shipwrecks Act was enacted in 1976 as a 
result of a legal challenge to the validity of Western 
Australian Slate legislation applying to wrecks lying in 
waters under Commonwealth rather than Slate jurisdic­
tion. The need to proteCt the old Dutch shipwrecks off the 
coast of Western Australia was the particular focus of the 
development of the Commonwealth legislation, although 
the Act's scope was wider than just those wrecks. 

The 1975 Commiuee of Inquiry on Museums and 
National Collections addressed the matter of shipwrecks 
and associated recovered material and identified them as 
an important part of Australia's hcrilage. The Piggot 
Report which followed was firmly of the view that these 
wrecks should be proteCted from avoidable damage,loot­
ing and theft and preserved for recreational, research and 
educational purposes. 

The Government of the day, and its successors to date, 
shared this view and the Historic Shipwrecks Act 1976 was 
the mechanism by which the Government acted to meet 
this objective. 

It is understood that it was certainly the view of 
Commonwealth officers responsible for drafting the Act, 
that only a small number of wrecks would be declared 
historic and be protected under the Act. That is, the Act 
would have a very narrow focus and would only be used to 
proteCt the most significant historic wrecks. 

This view lasted less than a week after the Act came 
into effect and the criteria used for assessing wrecks as 
suilable for declaration widened eventually to include 
'value as a tourist, educational and recreational resource', 

To date under the Act, the mechanism for proteCting 
wrecks in waters under Commonwealth jurisdiction has 
been one of selecti vc declaration of specific sites, assessed 
as being significant according to particular criteria. 

Under this selective regime, the onus lies with the 
Minister's delegates and departmental officers to present 
a case to the Minister to justify the protection of a wreck 
under the Act. The Minister is required to make a specific 
decision that the proteCtion of a particular wreck site or 
associated relics is warranted according to the specified 
criteria. 
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Although the Act has been amended on several occa­
sions since 1976, it has not been significantly altered in its 
main provisions and overall direction. The most signifi­
cant amendments to date arc those relating to blanket 
declaration which were introduced in 1985 but have not yet 
been brought into effect 

Section 4a was introduced into the Act in 1985. It 
provides that the relevant Commonwealth Minister, upon 
receiving the recommendation of a Slate Govemment, 
may declare all remains of ships that are situated in 
Australian waters adjacent to the coast of the Slate con­
cernedand areatleast75 years old to be historic shipwrecks, 
whether or not the existence and location of the remains are 
known. 

Section 4a has not been implemented to date because 
of the view that it was not feasible to do so unless blanket 
declaration was introduced on a nationwide basis. It did 
not make sense to have blanket declaration applying to the 
waters adjacent to one particular State and not to another. 

It was therefore necessary for the Slates and the North­
em Territory Governments individually to decide that 
blanket declaration should apply to the waters adjacent to 
their particular State or Territory and that they all request 
the Commonwealth Minister to accede to their requests so 
that blanket dcclaration could be applied to all Australian 
waters simullaneously. 

Anyone familiar with the Australian federal structure 
and the task of co-ordinating activities between the Com­
monwealth and the States and between the Slates will 
understand why it has laken this long. However, all Slates 
and the Nonhern Territory have made their recommenda­
tions to Lile Ministerand the Commonwealth is considering 
these requests. 

How did the 1985 amendments come about? 
John Kendall, in his report on the effecti veness of existing 
legislative arrangements for protecting and preserving 
Australia's underwater cultural herilage, noted that, in the 
early years of operation of the Ac~ there arose widespread 
concerns that 'in the period between discovery and decla­
ration there was no legal impediment to prevent persons 
having access to the wreck from interfering with it or 
removing relics associated with it' (Kendall, 1990:24). 

The 1985 amendments providing for blanket declara­
tion resulted from these concerns. It is apparent that some 
form of general proteCtion for the shipwreck resource was 
considered desirable and that blanket declaration was seen 
as a means of achieving Ibis objeclive. 

Possible ecrects of blanket declaration 
It will no longer be necessary, in most cases, for specific 
submissions to be prepared for the Minister justifying why 
a particular wreck should be protected. Nor will the Min­
islerbe required, in mostcases, to make a specific decision 
as to whether a particular wreck should be declared. This 
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will occur automatically on the 75th anniversary of the 
wreck event. The exception of course is if a request is made 
to declare a wreck which is less than 75 years old. 

All provisions of the Act relating to the protection of 
declared wrecks and associated artefacts will apply to 
wrecks covered under blanket declaration. The effect is 
that of declaration under section 5, that is full rather than 
provisional declaration. Provisional declaration will still 
be an option for wrecks less than 75 years old. 

This will remove the onus currently placed on the 
Commonweal!h, delegates and their staff to justify the 
need to protect particular wrecks. The focus of the pro­
gramme will shift IQ the management of shipwreck sites. 
Any group or individual who wishes to use a site for any 
purpose where disturbance is likely will be required IQ 

make an application for a permit and to provide ajustifica­
tion of their intended use of the site. 

Applications will need to be rcviewed with reference IQ 

appropriate criteria and guide-lines and in the context of a 
site management plan and assessment of significance for 
the particular wreck. 

This should lead to the burden of justification for 
protection and use of a site to be shared more equally 
between those responsible under the Act for administering 
shipwrecks and anyone seeking to undertake disturbance 
activities on a wreck site or in connection wi!h associated 
artefacts. 

The current approach of allowing access to declared 
wreck sites on a 'look but don't touch' basis, except for 
protected zones, should continue to apply. 

Many of you wiIl be aware of a perception by a few 
people that the Australian shipwreck resource is being 
'locked up' for use by a select few. I am sure !hat you will 
be aware !hat the Commonweal!h does not support this 
contention. However, it is of particular importance to the 
Commonwealth that blanket declaration is not seen by the 
public at large as 'locking up' the resource and that 
reasonably free access to wreck sites will remain, where 
appropriate. 

Administration of blanket declaralion 
When the time comes for the Minister to make a decision 
whether to agree to blanket declaration, DASETI wishes 
10 ensure that, as far as is possible, it is able to advise the 
Minister that blanket declaration can be successfully and 
effectively implemented and administered. 

On the whole, the current system of administering the 
programme and the resource should be adequate for blan­
ket declaration. However, wc wiIl need IQ put in place very 
clear and public guide-lines and procedures for assessment 
and management of sites, the handling of applications for 
use of sites (including appropriate review and appeal 
procedures) and the role and responsibilities of the general 
public. We will need to ensure the maintenance of a 
comprehensive and publicly accessible shipwrecks regis­
ter and we will also need to consider legal implications 
including enforcement, prosecutions and an amnesty. 

The heartening fact is that work on many of these 
mallers is already under way and in some cases is nearing 
finalization. This includes of course, the code of practice 

developed by AIMA on behalf of the Commonweal!h and 
guide-lines for community access to declared wreck sites 
to recover and display artefacts. 

Both of these should be finalized and published, in the 
latter case subject to ministerial endorsement, in the near 
future. 

Of course our information base on the Australian 
shipwreck resource will need to be comprehensive and 
well maintained. To this end, DASETI is providing fund­
ing support to AIMA to develop a national shipwrecks 
database, which DASETI will adapt as the Historic Ship­
wrecks Register. This will be kept up-to-date and will be 
readily accessible for both administrative and public infor­
mation purposes. 

However, some work may still be needed in terms of, 
for example, setting out procedures for the handling of 
applications and the granting or refusal of permits. 

The Minister's delegates, at their meeting in 1989, 
agreed that the criteria used in considering applications 
should include such things as: 

the public benefit of issuing a permit; 
skills available to applicants and; 
standards of training and resources of permit appli­
cants to provide adequate conservation of artefacts 
recovered. 

We may also need to consider ranking or clasSifying 
wrecks according to an objective assessment of their 
significance and thereby determining appropriate uses of 
particular wreck sites. 

Purely asan example, such a system of classification of 
sites might range from a class one site with a protected 
zone and no interference unless absolutely necessary, to a 
class five site suitable for unlimited and unsupervised 
recreational use. 

Whether or not this particular suggestion is taken up, 
management plans should indicate IQ the potential users of 
wreck sites in very clear terms the significance of a wreck 
and the basis on which decisions concerning use of that 
wreck will be made. 

lt is important that any criteria and guide-lines used in 
assessing applications, and indeed in establishing the 
significance and appropriate uses of wreck sites, must be 
equitable, open to public scrutiny and any decisions taken 
subject to review and appeal. 

The Commonwealth and the Minister'S delegates, in 
consultation with appropriate legal authorities, will need 
10 consider and agree on review and appeal procedures 
which are consistent across all States and territories. 

Under blanket declaration, if for no other reason than 
the number of declared wrecks will increase enormously, 
enforcement becomes even more important than under the 
current selective declaration regime. This may result in a 
significantly increased number ofinvesligations and pros­
ecutions and this could have implications for resource 
requirements,such as for example a major increase incalls 
for some of you to act as expert witnesses. 

This will need to be very carefully managed. While we 
want to be able to resort to prosecutions if necessary IQ 

protect wrecks, we also wish to increase public co·opera­
tion with the shipwrecks programme and this will not be 
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achieved if we are 100 ready 10 wield the big stick and arc 
perceived by the public at large as being overly zealous and 
punitive. 

Before leaving the question of enforcemeOl, it should 
be noted that the Commonwealth has recently appointed, 
or is in the process of appointing, additional inspeclOrs 
under the Act in New South Wales, Tasmania and Queens­
land. There are some difficulties with other States which 
wc arc looking at and would hope 10 resolve before 100 

long. These additional inspectors are State government 
employees, generally from National Parks or Fisheries 
services or the like, whose normal duties involve activity 
around wreck sites and who are able to monitor those sites 
more or less in the course of their normal duties. 

Wc may also need to examine the issueof ownership of 
wrecks and associated artefacts, including the possibility 
of the Commonwealth asserting ownership over declared 
wrecks and artefacts. 

Two other related issues will need to be addressed. 
Firstly, adequate time and opportunity wiIJ need 10 be 
allowed for people to comply with the Act in terms of 
notification of the location of wrecks or artefacts covered 
by blanket declaration. We should also look at an amnesty 
to provide people with an opportunity 10 comply with the 
Act where they may not have done so previously for onc 
reason or another. 

Some work has been done in the last couple of years 10 
lay the basis for an amnesty and wc will be consulting 
further with delegates and appropriate authorities 10 refine 
the proposal. Any Commonwealth amnesty arrangements 
would need 10 operate in conjunction with State legislation 
in Victoria, South Australia and Western Australia. 

Notifications of wrecks and artefacts, including under 
an amnesty, will need to be handled carefully and with 
sensitivity. Otherwise we risk losing the public goodwill 
and support we have all been trying to build up. 

An important clement in the implementation of blanket 
declaration and in a related amnesty will surely be a public 
education campaign to inform people about blanket decla­
ration and what it means for them. This will need to be 
extensive and effective 10 ensure that the community at 
large is aware of the increased seope of the protection of 
our shipwreck resource and their rights and obligations. 

This could be seen as a great opportunity to enhance 
public awareness about shipwrecks and their importance 
to our national heritage. It could also act as an important 
further step in changing public attitudes about the uses and 
treaunentof shipwrecks. The Department will be consult­
ing with delegates about the type and seope of publicity 
campaign to be mounted and a suitable time frame. 
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Finally, it is appareOl that blanket declaration will 
impel us 10 examine the existing legislative hasis for the 
prolcCtion of historic shipwrecks in Australia. The Ilis­
IOricShipwrecksAct 1976is now 15 ycarsold and may not 
adequately reflect developments since 1976 and current 
circumstances. Certainly it may be argued that while the 
Act may contain the amendments allowing blanket decla­
ration to be brought into effect, the other provisions and 
structure of the Act may not be adequate to support a 
blanket declaration regime. 

It may be that a major focus of the historic shipwrecks 
programme in coming years could be a comprehensive 
review of the Act, incorporating the work done by John 
Kendall, leading to a complete restructuring and rewriting 
of the Ac!.ln effect, we may be looking atthcdevelopment 
of a totally new legislative basis for the protection of 
shipwrecks in Australia, while maintaining our central 
policy objectives. 

Finally, when might blanket declaration be introduced? 
This is dependent upon agreemeOl being reached with 

and between the Minister's delegates on the type of admin­
istrative framework needed to implement blanket 
declaration and the seope of an amnesty to be declared 
concurrently with blanket declaration. 

It is hoped that the Department will be able 10 provide 
a submission to the Minister during the first half of next 
year and that blanket declaration might be brought inlO 
effect by or at the beginning of the 1992f)3 financial year. 

In conclusion, AIMA is 10 be congratulated on the 
work itisdoing both generally and in co-operation with the 
hislOric shipwrecks programme. DASETT appreciates the 
assistance rendered by AIMA and its members. It is a 
sometimes difficult task we arc embarked upon and wc 
may not always agree on particular aspects, but DASETT 
believes that wc are making progress and that AIMA is a 
primary force in achieving that progress. 

Rererences 
KcndaJI, FJ., 1990.An assessmenl oflhe effcclivenessof exisling 

legislalive arrangemenJsfor protccling and preserving Au.s· 
Iratia's underwater cuilu.ral heritage. Consu1Lant's Repon to 
the DcparLmenl of lhe Arts. Sport..lhe Environment.. Tourism 
and Terrilories. 



Bulletin of the Australian Institutefor Maritime Archaeology, 15.2:7-14 

One interpretation for the short working lives of early Australian wooden sailing 
vessels in Victorian waters 
Cosmos Coroneos 
Consultant Archaeologist, Victoria Archaeological Survey, 29-31 Victoria Avenue, Albert Park, Victoria 3206 

Introduction 
For the purposes of this paper the classification for early 
Australian wooden sailing vessels covers the period from 
the 1790s to 185Os. This period di vision or phase is 
essentially arbitrary as no work has yet been done that has 
divided Australian-built vessels into distinct periods based 
on construction. Staniforlh (n.d.) has identified the years 
between 1830-79 as a distinct phase of Australian ship­
ping and Shipbuilding; Bach (1976) regards the years 
between 1822 and 1840 as peak years for the Australian 
shipbuilding industry. These phases however are based on 
historical, not archaeological evidence. The identification 
of distinct phases of Australian shipbuilding on a national 
and/or State basis should be a future objective for any 
research in the field. 

In 1987 the Victoria Archaeological Survey conducted 
ane"cavationoftheAustralian-builtschoonertheClarence, 
which was wrecked in PortPhillip Bay in 1850. One of the 
recommendations made in the excavation report stated 
that further research should be conducted into wooden 
sailing vessels built in Australia prior to 1900, in order to 
answer some of the questions !hat arose, concerning the 
construction of the Clare nee, during the course of the 
excavation (Harvey, 1989). The aim of this research pro­
gramme was to assist in the formulation of a management 
strategy for Australian-built shipwrecks in Victoria. This 
paper will not aUempt to summarize all the research that 
has been done to date, but based on current research, will 
investigate the reasons for the short working lives of early 
Australian-built vessels in Victoria. 

Briefly, there are 142 Australian-built wooden sailing 
vessels recorded to have been wrecked in Victorian waters, 
the earliest is the 34-ton schooner Henry driven ashore at 
Portland in 1834 and the latest, the 44-ton ketch Agnes 
wrecked in a storm at Williamstown near Port Melbourne 
in 1933 (Shiplist, 1991). Fourteen out of the 142 wrecks 
have been located. This is approximately 10% of the 
State's total Australian-built wreck resource. Of these, six 
are situated along Victoria's south-westcoast,three along 
the south-east coast and five have been located in Port 
PhiIlip Bay. 

One of the first steps taken as part of the research into 
the Australian-built resource was to compile a database. 
For the purposes of this paper, this has been tabulated and 
presented along similar lines to the South Australian 
format created by Jeffery (1989) (Table 1). [Note vessels 
in this table built prior to 1855 still retain their Old 
Measurement tonnage and have not been converted to 
New Measurement] This format was followed so that 
comparative work on the resource between the two States 
could be done in the future. It is not the purpose of this 
paper to do a comparative anal ysis of the information listed 
in the two tables or discuss the merits of such a system of 
presenting information on Australian-built vessels, subse-

quently wrecked. Instead one aspect of this table will be 
exploned, namely the short working lives of Australian­
built vessels, which will illustrate the value of this format 
when it comes to identifying topics for future research. 

Historically based generalization 
A glance at the low working lives of Australian-built 
vessels prior to 1860 (Table l:column 3) confirms what 
some Australian historians have observed elsewhere. It 
has been recognised that Australian shipping in the early 
years of European settlement suffered a high attrition rate. 
Hainsworlh (1981) points out that of the 100 Australian­
built vessels registened in Sydney, between 1800 and 1821, 
no less than 43 were wrecked or had foundered along the 
New South Wales coast Hainsworlh apportions blame to 
'faulty construction' as well as 'amateurish seamanShip 
and inadequate equipment' as being the causes of loss 
(Hainsworlh, 1981:120). The situation did not improve 
greaUy in the following decades. According to Jeans 
(1974), of the 168 vessels that were registered in Sydney 
during 1844-45 most had been built since 1835 (Jeans, 
1974:160). This signifies that the average working life of 
the predominanUy Australian-built vessels was less than 
10 years. Jeans also blames the 'lack of durability in 
construction' as the reason for heavy loss but also adds that 
'the dangers of an unlighted coast' played a significant role 
(Jeans, 1974: 160). 

These conclusions were reached by comparing the 
number of registrations and losses of locally built vessels 
over a given length of time. This was done in isolation 
without a similar analysis conducted for foreign-built 
vessels operating in Australia during the same time frame. 
Such historical generalizations based on a cursory analysis 
of the evidence available can possibly influence the way 
!hat archaeologists approach the archaeological record. 
The 1985 pre-disturbance survey and subsequent 1987 
excavation of the Clarence provided evidence that the 
vessel was not built in compliance with any particular set 
of rules (Harvey, 1989: 16). Taking into consideration the 
vessel's function as an interstate trader and its registered 
tonnage, it was relatively lighUy built and ill equipped. 
Consequently its moderate standard of construction was 
seen as the main reason for its relatively short life of nine 
years. With this in mind the construction of the Clarence 
could be seen as validating Hainsworlh' s faulty construc­
tion statement (Harvey, 1989: 5). However, Harvey (1989: 
26) concluded that U,e vessel was cheaply built rather than 
badly built. This distinction will be discussed later. In this 
instance the archaeologist reviewed the available archaeo­
logical evidence on its own merits, rather than shaping it to 
existing historical generali7.ations. The point being made 
here is that one should always be wary of the basis 
(methodology) upon which generalizations, historical and 
archaeological are made. 
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Formulating a hypothesis 
To correctly assess the performance, or lack of perform­
ance, of Australian Shipping in Lbis period it is necessary to 
have some indication of how Australian-built vessels fared 
in comparison with foreign-built vessels operating in Vic­
torian walers. The historians have isolaled three factors 
which would attribute to the high losses of Australian-built 
shipping; conslrUction, dangerous and unfamiliar coast 
and poor seamanship. 

Of these three factors the last is diffICult to quantify and 
demonstrale. The staffing of ships during this period was nO! 
necessarily divided along national lines. That is, Australian­
built vessels were not always manned by Austrnlian born 
crews. ThereforeLbecomplementof Australian-built vessels 
would have been comprised of men wiLb varying levels of 
skill and experienre. What also should be taken into account 
is Lbe frequency in which a ship's complement changed. For 
example did the registering of a foreign-built vessel in 
Austra\iaresult in Lbeexchangeof Lbecrew and mas!fr? WiLb 
regards to ships' masters it could be said that a compelent 
foreign captain would not have had agreat advantageoveran 
indigenous captain with local knowledge. For Ihe moment 
Lbe elTects of Lbe quality of Lbe seamen on Lbe losses of 
Australian-built vessels remains unknown and will be treated 
as a constant for Lbis analysis. 

The effects of the remaining two factors however, 
construction and dangerous coast, can be lesled. It would 
be acceptable to postulate that boLb Australian and foreign­
built vessels would have faced Lbe same difficulties in 
regards to Lbe adverse conditions of the coast in the form 
of uncharled walers and underdeveloped and exposed 
ports (constant). It would Lberefore stand to reason that Lbe 
Australian-built vessels, of 'faulty construction', would 
form a larger percentage of wrecks in relation to Lbe 
volume of traffic (variable). This should contrast wilh 
foreign-built vessels registered in Australia which would 
be expected to have the ratio of wreckings equal to or less 
than Lbe number of arrivals (constant). This of course 
presumes lhat the foreign-built vessels were of a beller 
standard of construction and on Lbe whole morc seawor­
thy. 

AnoLber issue to pursue is to look at the actual wreck sileS 
of the Austrnlian-built vessels. Table I shows that a signifi­
cant number of Austrnlian-buih vessels, prior to 1850, were 
wrecked at Lbe few anchorages that Lbe Victorian coast was 
able to provide at the time. It should be pointed out Lbat 
European colonization in this part of Australia was in its 
infant stale in the years prior to 1850. Localities such as 
Portland and Port Fairy had been informally settled in Lbe lale 
1820s by sealers and pastoralists. Asa consequence they had 
very little or nothing in the way of rudimentary harbour 
facilities and navigation aids. 

Anchorages along the Victorian south-west coast such 
as Port Fairy and Portland, were established for the reason 
that they provided a safe haven against the prevailing 
south-westerly winds. However if the winds turned to thc 
souLb and east with some intensity, a nOl uncommon 
occurrence, then vessels anchored in the harbour would 
run the risk of being driven ashore. 

On the souLb-east coast of the Stale the situation 
regarding harbours such as Port Albert and Western Port 
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was quile different ProleCted from most of the prevailing 
winds, the approaches to the ports were guarded by a maze 
of sand-bars and submerged rocks. Lack of local knowl­
edge and unfavourable winds saw many sailing vessels 
slranded and consequently wrecked. 

Hypothesis 
Given Lbe situation on Lbe Victorian coast in the first half 
of the nineteenLb century the following hypothesis was 
established. The relatively short working life of early 
Australian-built vessels in Victoria was not due primarily 
to the deficiencies inherent in their construction but due to 
the fact that they serviced Victoria's secondary ports 

which were notorious at the time for being exposed and 
hazardous. The uncharled and unlit coast·line also played 
an important pan. Most foreign vessels on direct roUIeS 
from overseas ports sailed to the comparatively safer and 
more established Port Phillip. Thcrefore they were Icss 
likely to become wrecked. 

To have this hypothesis validaled anum berof facts had 
to be demonstrated: 

that the percentage of wreckings of Auslra\ian·built 
ships over a given period of time would be roughly 
proportional to the volume of shipping of Australian­
built vessels in Lbat same period of time; and 
that the average working lives of foreign-built but 
Australian registered vessels would be equal to that of 
the Australian-built vessels once they began trading 
along the Victorian coasts. 

Testing the hypothesis 
The hypothesis was tested in the following manner. 

The number of vessels using recognised Victorian ports 
between 1836 and 1845 were IDtalled and divided into three 
groups; vessels that were Austrnlian-buil~ vessels that were 
foreign-built but were regislered in an Austrnlian port and 
vessels that were foreign·built and foreign regiSlered. The 
primary source used for this analysis was Volume 1 of 
Syme's (1984) Shipping arrivals and departures in Victo­
rinn Ports 1788-1845. Parsons' (1983) Ships of Australia 
andNewaalandbefore 1850 volumes 1 and 2 were used to 
delermine whether Austrnlian regislered vessels were built 
locally or overseas. 

The criteria used to decide if a vessel was builtoverseas 
and owned by foreign interests were based on: 

their absence from Parsons' register; 
that they arrived and departed from and to an overseas 
port; and 
that their tonnage exceeded 100 tons. 
The figure of 100 tons and over for foreign-built 

vessels is an arbitrary cut off point. Onc would assume that 
vessels of that size or larger that were built or registered in 
Australia would have had little chance of not being regis­
tered wiLb the various port Customs Houses, the source 
lhat Parsons used to compile his register. Vessels, on the 
other hand, below 20 tons lhat could not be traced through 
Parsons were considered to be of Australian construction. 
This is because it is quile doubtful that they were intcma­
tionaltraders and therefore diminishes the likelihood that 
they were foreign-built. However there are records of 
smalllDnnage vessels Lbat were constructed from imported 
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pre-fabricated sections. The 16-ton schooner, the Gover­
nor Gawler (184047) put together in Port Adelaide is a 
case in point (parsons, 1983:82). Vessels between 20 and 
100 tons that did not appear in Parson's register were 
tentatively assigned as Australian-boilt. Admittedly this 
was not a rigourous system of classification but there were 
only seventeen arri vals that could not be assigned to one of 
theabovccategorics. In which case, considering the size of 
the sample group of 4424 arrivals over a ten year period, 
they had minimal impact on the statistics. 

The Victorian ports that feature in this survey are: 
Portland, Port Fairy, Western Port, Port Albert, Melbourne 
and Geclong. These ports were chosen as they were 
regularly visited by significant numbers of vessels in this 
period. Steam-powered vessels were excluded as this 
analysis is concerned with wooden sailing vessels. 

Itshould be added that Syme in his study points out that 
the list is virtually complete for ocean-going vessels but 
the frequency of the many smaller coastalttading vessels, 
most of which were undoubtedly locally buil!, may not 
have been fully recorded (Syme, 1984: I). So in reality the 
percentage share of the Austtalian-built vessels sailing in 
Victorian waters may in actual fact be larger than !he 
results of the analysis will show. This should be tempered 
wi!h the acceptance that there were probably many more 
wooden sailing vessels lost in the ten-year period (1836-
45) than the 24 we have on record. Many of these would 
have been the smaller coasting vessels that may have 
eluded Syme's study. 

The information on the vessels !hat were wrecked in 
this period was obtained from the Victoria Archaeological 
Survey Shiplist database (Shiplis!, 1991). 

Results or the analysis 
The results of this analysis are as follows: 

There were 497 arrivals recorded for the two ports in 
the south-east coast of the State, Port Albert and Western 
Port, for !he ten-year period (Fig. 1).96% were Australian 
registered vessels with 74% (369) of the total being of 
Australian construction. 

Turning to the south-west coast !he situation was quite 
different in !hat though 91 % of the 834 arrivals were 
registered in Aus!falian ports, Australian-builts made up 
only 43% (359) of !he total (Fig. 2). The number of 
Australian-built arrivals servicing the ports on !he south­
west coast however was comparable 10 numbers on the 
south-east coast. 

The total of 1 331 arrivals at the secondary ports shows 
lbat the majority of the vessels (728 arrivals) servicing 

these ports were of Australian cons!fUction (Fig. 3). 
At Melbourne and Geelong where 3 093 arrivals were 

recorded the same ttend continues (Fig. 4). Though the 
share of the foreign registered vessels increases signifi­
cantly, the majority of arrivals are Australian-built 

Combining the totals for all the Victorian ports sur­
veyed(4424 arrivals), 59% of arrivals wereconS!fUcted in 
Australia, 28% were foreign-built but Australian regis­
tered and 13% were foreign-built and registered (Fig. 5). 

Comparing these percentages with the those of the 
vessels lbat have been reponed wrecked in this same period 
there are some interesting results. In the years between 1836 
and 1845 there are 24 wooden sailing vessels known to have 
been wrecked in Victorian watelS (Shiplis!, 1991). Of these 
24, thirteen are definitely known to be Australian-buil!, 
seven are foreign-built but registered in Australia and one, 
the Willimn Salthouse, is foreign·built and registered. Three 
vessels were unaccounted for. Two of these were most likely 
to be Australian-built (<20 tons) and one possibly was 
foreign-boiltand registered(> 100 \OI1s) . These three wrecks 
were assigned 10 one of the groups based on the same criteria 
used in !he analysis of arrivals. Transforming these numbers 
into percentages, 63% of the known wreckings are Austral­
ian-builts, 29% are foreign-builts with Ausimlianregisttation 
and 8% are foreign registered (Fig. 6). 

The disparity between the percentages of arrivals and 
wreckings, proportionaly less wreckings than arrivals, of 
foreign registered vessels confrrms what was postulated in 
the hypo!hesis. The analysis has shown that !he majority of 
foreign vessels sailed direct to Melbourne which was, 
according to !he standards of the time, the safest port on the 
coast. The slight disparity between the percentage of 
arrivals to wreckings, proportionaly less arrivals than 
wreckings, for Australian-built vessels was also predicted 
in the hypothesis. The investigation has revealed that !he 
Austtalian-built vessels carried the major share of !fade to 
Victoria's secondary ports. Therefore given !he condition 
of these ports and the coast at the time Austtalian-built 
vessels stood a slightly grcaterchanceofbeeoming wrecked 
lban !he foreign-built and registered vessels. 

It should be stated that caution be exercised when 
trying to compare the statistics of the arrivals and wreckings 
given the overwhelming numerical differences between 
!he two sample groups. A similar analysis with the same 
aims in the next decade 1846 to 1855 would face the same 
problem. Though there are 81 recorded wreckings in that 
period !he number of arrivals comes to 16005 which is a 
ratio of 200 arrivals to one wreck, the same ratio incidently 
for the 1836-45 period. 
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Figure 3. Arrivals 1836-45 for Victorian secondary ports Figure 4. Arrivals 1836-45 Melbourne and Geelong (3093) 
(1331) 

Keeping in mind this reservation the results are signifi­
cant in that the percentages of wreckings for the 
Australian-built vessels are approximate to the percentage 
of arrivals. This confmns one of the facts that had to be 
demonstrated for the hypothesis to be validated. The 
results therefore do not support the assumption that Aus­
tralian-built vessels suffered greater losses, proportionally, 
than vessels that were constructed overseas. 

This observation is further supported when the respec­
tive ages of the wrecked vessels are compared (Table 
2A-B). The AustraIian-built vessels have an average life 
of four years. The foreign-built vessels that were regis­
tered in Australia had an average total life expectancy of 
15.8 years. However what is significant is that once they 
were registered in Australia their average life expectancy 
fell to 4.3 years very close to the figure for the Australian­
built vessels. This reaffmns what was observed in the 
percentages, that the Australian-builts were not placed at 
any performance disadvantage with regard to the survival 
rate. This ratifies the second fact which was required to 
verify the hypothesis. 

The results of this analysis refute the assumption that 
the primary reason for the wreckings of Australian-built 
vessels was due to inferior construction. What can be 
deduced from the analysis is that the primary reason for the 
loss of Australian-built vessels in Victoria between 1836 
and 1845 was the hazardous nature of the coasts and ports 
that they serviced as well as a general lack of local 
knowledge, rather than any faults in construction. 

It probably is not a coincidence that the life expectancy 
of Australian-built vessels began to increase as the century 
wore on, witneSSing the erection of lighthouses along the 
coast and more importantly improvements to the facilities 
of the State's secondary ports. For example in Port Fairy a 
landing waiter and harbour master were appointed in 1855 
and a lighthouse was constructed in 1859 (Syme, 1988: 
51). The approaches to Port Albert were finally buoyed in 
1851 (Anderson, 1988: 91). 

Returning to the analysis, one of the follow-up ques­
tions that could be asked is, why did certain vessels and not 
others become wrecked in harbours such as Port Fairy and 
Portland? Almost all the historical accounts of these 
wreckings acknowledge that the vessels' cables parted 
during adverse weather conditions. Therefore an investi­
gation into whether these vessels carried asufficientamount 
and size of prescribed cables and anchors in relation to 
their size might be useful. Archaeological investigation 
with this question in mind would also give an indication of 
the standards of maintenance of vessels operating in Vic-
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toriain the time period analysed, especially with regards to 
the older foreign-built and Australian registered vessels. 

Early Australian-built vessels in the archaeological 
record 
Having demonstrated that alleged faulty construction can­
not be solely attributed to the high losses of Australian-built 
vessels a brief review of the accessible archaeological 
information is required. Before such a review it should be 
pointed out that the available archaeological data on early 
Australian-built vessels in Victoria is unfortunately very 
limited. There are 46 recorded wrecks of Australian-built 
vessels in Victoria prior to 1860; three have been located 
and positively identified: the Clarence (1841-50),Joanna 
(1856-57) and Miranda (1846-52) (Shiplist, 1991). Of 
these three sites only the Clarence has been comprehen­
sively researched and documented. 

Despite having successfully challenged historical as­
sumptions of poor construction as the primary reason for 
the loss of Australian-built vessels this paper has been 
careful to avoid claiming that Australian-built vessels 
were not lightly built or inadequately fitted. Ironically the 
archaeological evidence at present does suggest this. 

The Clarence was built with undersize scantlings for a 
vessel of its size (Harvey, 1989). Evidence of copper 
fastenings are few and seem to be concentrated around the 
stem. On-site investigation also suggests that the vessel 
was partially copper sheathed around the bow and stem. 
However on one of the latest visits to the site (September 
1991) a copper alloy gudgeon was recovered that appears 
to have been of a high standard of manufacture (Fig. 7). 
The presence of this artefact shows that at the time of the 
Clarence's construction there were ship's materials of 
high quality available. What is significant here however is 
that leather padding found associated with the gudgeon 
seems to have been placed in a way to provide a tight lit for 
the gudgeon onto the stem post. This indicates that the 
gudgeon may not have been specifically cast for the 
Clarence but was instead bought on speculation or second 
hand. 

The Joanna, surveyed by the Victoria Archaeological 
Survey in September 1991, was built in 1856 on the shores 
ofPortPhillip Bay as a 36-ton schooner (Fig. 8). In its very 
short career ofless than a year the Joanna participated in 
the lime trade centred in PortPhillip Bay. The Joanna has 
a number offeatures in common with the Clare nee. Outer 
planking with a moulded depth of approximately 1 in (25 
mm) and a 'timber and space' of just under 20 in (508 mm) 
indicates that the vessel was extraordinarily lightly built 


















































































































































