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 In June, maritime archaeologists affiliated with the Australian National Maritime Museum 
(ANMM) and the Silentworld Foundation conducted a magnetometer survey of Berrys Bay on 
Sydney Harbour’s North Shore. The primary focus of the survey was to locate remnants of the 
Royal Australian Navy’s first training vessel, HMAS Tingira. 

    Launched in April 1866 as the composite-hulled clipper Sobraon, the ship operated between Great Britain 
and Australia between 1866 and 1890. 

Image 1. The clipper Sobraon at Circular Quay, Sydney, February 1871. 
      Image: Australian National  Maritime Museum [ANMS1096-186].

http://www.aima-underwater.org.au
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  Magnetometer Survey of 
Hypothesised HMAS Tingira 
Abandonment Site (cont from cover).

 With an overall length of 
317 feet (97 metres) and a 
displacement of 2,131 tons, 
Sobraon was the world’s largest 
ever composite-hulled vessel, 
and was highly regarded for its 
speed and luxury passenger 
accommodation. The ship was 
known to frequently cover 
2,000 nautical miles (3,704 
kilometres) in a week, and 
once travelled 392 miles (631 
kilometres) in a single day. Its 
fastest voyages to Sydney and 
Melbourne were 73 days and 
68 days, respectively. Had it 
not faced contrary winds in the 
latter instance, Sobraon would 
have recorded the fastest time 
for a sailing ship transiting 
between England and Australia.

 The ship was sold to the 
New South Wales colonial 
government in January 
1891 and converted into a 

 Australian Training Ship 
(HMATS, later HMAS) Tingira. 
Like NSS Sobraon, Tingira served 
as a training vessel for boys; 
however, entry was limited to 
youths between the ages of 14 
and 16 years, and all recruits 
were expected to serve a 
minimum of seven years in the 
navy once they reached the 
age of 18. Unlike the destitute 
and delinquents who filled 
Sobraon’s ranks, those who 
came aboard Tingira did so 
willingly under the Department 
of the Navy’s boy enlistment 
scheme. Visual signalling such 
as semaphore was a specialty of 
many of the ship’s instructors, 
with the result that several boys 
were proficient by the time they 
graduated, and later served 
as RAN fleet signalmen. Many 
Tingira recruits would also go 
on to serve their country with 
distinction in the First and 
Second World Wars. In the mid-
1920s, the Royal Australian Navy 
instituted a move away from 
the boy enlistment scheme 
towards a direct entry system 
for new recruits. 

 The last draft of boys was 

image 2. hmaS tingira’S derelict 
hulk at berryS bay, c. 1930S. image: 
auStralian national maritime 
muSeum [anmS1096-160]

image 3. tingira’S hull Stripped to the waterline, c. 1940. image: national 
library of auStralia [pic/6133/1195].

reformatory vessel and floating 
school. Commissioned as the 
Nautical School Ship (NSS) 
Sobraon during the latter 
half of 1891, it became home 
to over 4,000 neglected, 
destitute or delinquent boys 
during the next two decades. 
Sobraon was permanently 
moored off Cockatoo Island 
for the duration of its career 
as a reformatory ship. Those 
sent to live aboard the vessel 
were instructed with a mixture 
of elementary education and 
nautical and industrial training. 
Among those sent to serve time 
as a ‘Sobraon Boy’ was Barney 
Kieran, who took up swimming 
during his incarceration and 
later became a record-breaking 
competitor in several Australian 
and international swimming 
events. Following a shift in New 
South Wales government policy 
towards the rehabilitation of 
delinquent youth, Sobraon was 
decommissioned and offered 
to the Commonwealth in June 
1911. 

 The vessel was again converted 
and renamed His Majesty’s
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brought aboard in early 1926, 
and by the end of the year 
recruitment ceased entirely. 
Tingira was decommissioned 
from service on 27 June 
1927. During its 15 years as 
a naval vessel, the ship was 
home to 3,168 boys, many of 
whom formed the core of the 
navy’s experienced shipboard 
personnel during the next three 
decades.

 The final phase of Tingira’s life 
began in 1929, when it was 
purchased by shipwright W.M. 
Ford, towed to Berrys Bay, and 
moored a short distance from 
shore. The vessel would remain 
in the same spot for over a 
decade. Its end finally came 
during the latter half of 1940, 
when a salvage crew began 
dismantling the ship’s surviving 
upper-works. The hull was 
systematically reduced over the 
course of the following year, 
until only a shell remained. By 
a stroke of luck, this process 
was recorded in a handful of 
archival photographs housed in 
the collections of the National 
Library of Australia and the 
Sydney Heritage Fleet. By the 
end of 1941 what remained of 
Tingira was no longer moored 
at Berrys Bay, and its fate 
seems to have gone largely 
unrecorded in contemporary 
accounts.

 Based on a review of available 
historical sources, ANMM’s 
maritime archaeology team 
speculated that Tingira never 
left Sydney Harbour, and in 
fact was probably discarded 
within or near Berrys Bay, 
a former ship breaking and 
discard area. One theory was 
that Tingira was scuttled at its 
moorings, and to test the idea, 

a magnetometer and side-scan 
sonar survey was conducted at 
the ship’s former mooring site. 
The area is now an anchorage 
for small craft; consequently, 

the magnetometer was affected 
by interference from several 
sources, including the metal 
hulls, engines and fittings 
of modern boats, as well as 

image 4. 1943 aerial photograph of the mudflat at the top of berryS bay, 
Showing the abandoned hull of a large compoSite-built VeSSel belieVed to be 
tingira. image: nSw department of finance and SerViceS.

image 5. anmm maritime archaeologiSt kieran hoSty pilotS the Silentworld 
foundation’S SurVey VeSSel maggie iii oVer tingira’S mooring Site. image: JameS 
hunter/anmm.
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submerged mooring blocks. 
Despite these false positives it 
quickly became apparent that a 
very large and complex zone of 
magnetic influence existed on 
and within the seabed. This was 
correlated by side-scan sonar 
imagery, which revealed a low 
mound of debris interspersed 
with larger objects, including 
what may be iron knees or 
braces.

 While results of the survey 
were being analysed, historical 
information came to light 
that refined Tingira’s disposal 
narrative. Aerial photographs 
of Sydney taken in 1943, 
and made available online 
through the New South 
Wales government’s Spatial 
Information Exchange system, 

revealed a large composite hull 
in a mud flat at the northern 
end of Berrys Bay. These 
aerial images have been geo- 
and ortho-rectified, and the 
projected location and overall 
dimensions of the unidentified 
hull could be determined. Its 
preserved length (83 metres) 
and breadth (11 metres) are 
virtually identical to Tingira’s 
length between perpendiculars 
(83 metres) and maximum 
beam (12 metres), and provides 
compelling evidence that the 
ship is depicted in the 1943 
aerial photographs and was 
intentionally grounded in the 
mud flat and abandoned. 

 

 The aerial imagery is 
complimented by archival 
photographs in the collections 

image 6 Side-Scan Sonar image of tingira’S mooring Site. note the low mound and Scattered debriS to the right and left of 
the SurVey track. image: JameS hunter/anmm.hunter/anmm.

of the Sydney Heritage Fleet 
library. These photographs are 
contemporary with the aerial 
images, show the same large 
wooden hull from the ground 
level, and reveal additional 
details—including the presence 
of iron frames and what 
appears to be white paint above 
the waterline (Tingira’s hull was 
painted white following the 
vessel’s transfer to RAN service).

 

 Although Tingira appears to 
have been run ashore in Berrys 
Bay in the early 1940s, it is 
unclear whether its remnants 
are still there. Reclamation 
activities in 1960 replaced the 
mud flat with Waverton Park, 
which was created through the 
discharge of silt from Sydney 
Harbour dredging. The silt was 


