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ABSTRACT 

 
 

Between 1884 and 1924, a total of fourteen torpedo boats served in the naval 

defence of Australia and New Zealand. Australasia’s colonial governments purchased these 

vessels as a consequence of fears of seaborne invasion by Imperial Russia and other foreign 

powers. Although New Zealand’s torpedo boats were decommissioned by 1900, the 

Australian examples remained in active service up to and beyond consolidation of the 

colonial naval forces into a national navy in 1911. All were eventually put up for sale, but 

most failed to find buyers, were ultimately stripped and abandoned, and not reused in either 

a military or non-military capacity.  

Each torpedo vessel was assigned to a facility that served as its base of operations. In 

many cases, the infrastructure necessary to house, equip, arm, and maintain these boats was 

simply integrated within preexisting defensive installations known as submarine mining 

stations; however, some torpedo boats were provided with their own purpose-built facilities, 

while others were assigned no form of support infrastructure at all. Like the vessels they 

once supported, the vast majority of torpedo boat stations were decommissioned after the 

turn-of-the-century, salvaged of their reusable components, and the sites upon which they 

were located abandoned and never again used for military purposes. 

Utilising archaeological and archival data derived from eight Australasian torpedo 

boat defensive sites, this thesis identifies disposal and abandonment patterns that 

characterise the system in its entirety, and illuminates historical and cultural factors that 

influenced these trends. It integrates and applies two scholarly frameworks—the 

‘archaeology of the event’ and culturally influenced signatures of archaeological site 

formation—as a means to identify, analyse, and interpret the materiality of discard and 
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abandonment of these sites across a range of temporal and social scales. These range from 

centuries long, pan-geographic historical processes to isolated events resulting from 

individual human actions.  

Through its interpretation of material culture associated with these early torpedo 

boat defences, this study seeks to identify signatures and patterns specific to disposal and 

abandonment of military matériel. It simultaneously creates a mechanism by which larger 

historical processes and themes of cultural continuity and change relevant to the military past 

of Australia and New Zealand may be explored. The research contained herein also reveals 

evidence of human behaviour and decision-making in these discard and abandonment 

practices, thereby contributing to an overall understanding of the role and significance of 

individual agency in the history and cultural practices of Australasia’s military past. 
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conditions while mapping the torpedo station sites at Torpedo Bay and Deborah Bay, less-

than-ideal accommodation in Auckland, and countless hours ‘talking torpedo boats’ in both 

aircraft and automobiles as we transited New Zealand from south to north. Through it all, 

he exhibited great humor, patience and perseverance, and the results that appear for these 

sites in Chapter Five are due in no small part to his efforts. 

Opus International Heritage Consultants conducted archaeological investigations at 

the Torpedo Bay submarine mining station in 2008 and 2009, and kindly provided copies of 

assessment reports generated as a result of these projects. In addition, Opus staff 

archaeologists Mica Plowman and Ken Phillips shared selected site data—including 

photographs and a site plan that have been reproduced in this thesis—as well as invaluable 

personal observations regarding the facility’s buried architectural features. Additional 

archaeological data was supplied by Hans Dieter-Bader, who conducted impromptu 
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magnetometer- and gradiometer-based investigations of the former Admiralty Reserve in 

Auckland, and shared the results of his remote sensing survey of Defender’s abandonment site 

at Purau Bay. Many thanks are owed Robert Brassey of the Auckland Regional Council for 

providing several high-resolution colour scans of some of the earliest archival plans of the 

Torpedo Bay facility, as well as records detailing the site’s past archaeological and heritage 

structure assessments. Gary Ross of the South Otago Museum graciously provided links to 

online archival newspaper accounts that detail the appearance and condition of the torpedo 

boats Taiaroa and Defender following their arrival in New Zealand.  

While conducting research in Victoria, I had the good fortune to meet a number of 

people who graciously shared valuable time and knowledge of their state’s former fleet of 

torpedo vessels. Des Williams, in particular, deserves endless accolades for providing copies 

of field notes and sketches, site plans, photographs and drawings, ship draughts, and—

perhaps most importantly—his recollections of archaeological surveys conducted at the 

HMVS Lonsdale and HMVS Countess of Hopetoun abandonment sites during the 1980s and 

1990s. Similarly, the Maritime Archaeology Association of Victoria, of which Des is a 

founding member, has proven instrumental in the investigation, interpretation and 

promotion of these and other heritage sites associated with Victoria’s early naval defences. 

Clive Goodenough is the only person I know who has firsthand experience of an 

abandoned torpedo boat before it was completely integrated within the archaeological 

record. Through a stroke of very good luck, I was introduced to him during the early phases 

of my research, and was fortunate to listen to and record his reminiscences of playing on and 

around Defender’s rusty remnants as a child. Clive is also an accomplished ship model builder, 

and kindly discussed attributes of Thornycroft torpedo boat design and construction during 
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our interview session at his home near Melbourne (which also included a fantastic home-

cooked dinner and a bottle or two of Yarra Valley red). 

Pete Harvey, Hanna Steyne, Rhonda Steel, and Cass Philippou of Heritage Victoria’s 

Maritime Heritage Unit happily responded to all of my inquiries, and allowed me to 

rummage through numerous archaeological site files whilst monopolising their digital 

scanner/photocopier for more time than was acceptable (even if it was necessary!). Pete and 

Hanna in particular deserve special thanks for submitting multiple petitions to the Australian 

Defence Force (on my behalf) requesting access to Swan Island and Countess of Hopetoun. A 

debt of gratitude is also owed Catherine Tucker and Geoff Hewitt of TerraCulture Heritage 

Consultants for sharing archaeological data derived from their investigations of Lonsdale.  

The Queenscliffe Maritime Museum deserves special thanks for permitting me to 

access its impressive collection of archival photographs and documents that detail Lonsdale’s 

operational career and abandonment. I would particularly like to acknowledge the museum’s 

Management Committee members Les Irving-Dusting, June Negri, and John Barratt, who 

exhibited great patience in the face of numerous inquiries and requests for information, and 

shared their personal knowledge of Lonsdale’s abandonment site. Another excellent source of 

archival material pertaining to Victoria’s early torpedo boat fleet is the Museum of HMAS 

Cerberus. The museum’s archivist Garry Hermsen generously located historic photographs 

and other documentary material on my behalf, while staff member Toni Munday very kindly 

reproduced several items as high-resolution digital media. A previously unpublished 

photograph that depicts Countess of Hopetoun’s abandoned hull at Swan Island during the 

1920s was graciously rendered in digital format gratis by staff of the Queenscliff Historical 

Museum. Finally, John Rogers of Friends of the Cerberus graciously shared rare archival 
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photographs of Countess of Hopetoun, as well as his copy of the 1889 edition of the Victorian 

Naval Forces Torpedo Manual. 

Several individuals and institutions in Queensland were instrumental to the 

successful completion of this thesis project. In particular, I would like to offer my heartfelt 

gratitude to David Jones of the Queensland Maritime Museum, without whose assistance the 

rediscovery of HMQS Mosquito’s abandonment site would have been difficult, if not 

impossible. Thanks are also due Ian Jempson, Warrick Foote, and Peter Nunan for 

graciously offering access to the Queensland Maritime Museum’s library and archives. 

Jennifer Palmer and Peter Volk of the Queensland Museum (South Bank) kindly provided 

access to Mosquito’s casemate section, as well as notes and other data associated with its 

discovery and subsequent donation to the museum’s collections. The Queensland Museum’s 

Ed Slaughter and Michael Westaway, and Cameron Harvey and Paddy Waterson of the 

Queensland Department of Environment and Resource Management all offered expert 

guidance about their state’s submerged cultural heritage legislation and reporting procedures, 

as well as unqualified support and enthusiasm for Mosquito’s continued management, 

protection, and future interpretation and exhibition.  Staff of both the State Library of 

Queensland and the Brisbane office of the National Archives of Australia allowed me to 

review their respective archival collections and proved extremely helpful in the acquisition of 

historic photographs and documents pertinent to Queensland’s early torpedo boat defences. 

If there is anyone who knows absolutely all there is to know about Australia’s 

colonial navies, it would have to be Ross Gillett. After learning of the rediscovery of HMQS 

Mosquito’s abandonment site, Ross contacted me directly and offered the full range of 

historical sources at his disposal—many of which have never been published. A handful of 

archival images featured in this thesis are from his personal collection, and several primary 
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documentary sources that I utilised were consulted at his suggestion. Ross graciously invited 

me to co-author an article about Mosquito that was recently published in Australian Warship 

magazine, and continues to encourage me to submit material to various peer-reviewed 

historical journals and periodicals associated with the Royal Australian Navy. 

A number of individuals and institutions in South Australia assisted me during the 

course of my research. First and foremost, I would like to offer my heartfelt thanks to Jan 

Perry. Jan is the great-granddaughter of the North Arm Torpedo Station’s second caretaker 

Henry Perry, and consequently possesses a virtual treasure trove of archival documents, 

photographs, and maps that detail life at the station between 1895 and 1924. She graciously 

allowed me to review all of this material, shared her family history, and served as a volunteer 

during my excavation of the site in 2010. Jan was also instrumental in introducing me to 

members of her extended family, two of whom are third-generation descendants of Henry 

Perry and his wife Harriet. I must offer profound gratitude to Geoff Perry, John Harrigan, 

Lillian Harrigan, Eric Simmons and Coralie Leaney for sharing stories and recollections of 

their family’s time at the torpedo station. 

Staff of the Port Adelaide Historical Society, State Records of South Australia, State 

Library of South Australia, and Adelaide office of the National Archives of Australia 

expressed enthusiasm and support for my research, and were extremely generous with advice 

and feedback regarding relevant archival records. Special thanks are also owed the South 

Australian Maritime Museum, and particularly Kevin Jones, Lindl Lawton, Emily Jateff, and 

Kristy Dermody, for sharing historic information pertaining to Port Adelaide’s early torpedo 

boat defences and providing institutional and in-kind support during the torpedo station 

excavation. Defence SA manages the property upon which the North Arm Torpedo Station 

is located, and is to be commended for recognising the site’s archaeological and historical 
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significance. In particular, Defence SA’s Property and Asset Manager Aaron Brumby was 

instrumental in ensuring that I obtained the necessary permits to access and investigate the 

site, and showed astounding patience when confronted with a continual stream of questions. 

I was extremely fortunate to have a willing and able pool of professional, student, 

and community volunteers to assist with the excavation of the North Arm Torpedo Station, 

each of whom deserves recognition: Shaun Adams, Rhiannon Agutter, Sam Bell, Megan 

Berry, Alistair Carr, Peter Colvin, Chris Colyer, Charmaine Conaghty, Wendy Creaser, Janet 

Davill, James Davison, Amy Della-Sale, Lyn Dempsey, Daryl Edmonds, Lisa Ganderton, 

Julia Garnaut, Thomas Georgonicas, Matt Hanks, Scott Jacob, Emily Jateff, Sarah Keiller, 

Denise Kuijlaars, Steven Lake, Boone Law, Jon Marshallsay, Maddy McAllister, Sarah 

Nahabedian, Jeff Pardee, Adam Paterson, Jan Perry, Daniel Petraccaro, Bronwyn Phillips, 

Damon Piro, Josh Potter, Shannon Smith, Gabriella Szondy, Anastasia Tsimourtos, Nina 

Welsh, Leigh West, and Ameen Zaytoun. I am particularly indebted to Dave Ross, who 

volunteered his time and expertise to this research project by conducting multiple Ground 

Penetrating Radar surveys of the North Arm site. Flinders University Department of Screen 

and Media student Ian Bethune filmed the excavation and kindly shared copies of his raw 

footage and the documentary that resulted from it. 

Several other institutions within Australia and New Zealand were consulted for 

archival and archaeological information and deserve recognition. Staff of the New Zealand 

Department of Conservation, New Zealand Historic Places Trust, Australian War Memorial, 

State Library of Tasmania, Maritime Museum of Tasmania, Tasmanian Archive and Heritage 

Office, New South Wales State Archives, Maritime Heritage Office of the New South Wales 

Heritage Branch, Mitchell Library of the State Library of New South Wales, State Library of 

Victoria, Heritage Branch of South Australia’s Department of Environment and Natural 
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Resources, and Melbourne office of the National Archives of Australia all proved extremely 

knowledgeable, helpful and patient when faced with a barrage of questions. In particular, I 

would like to thank Peta Knott, Tim Smith, David Nutley, Amer Khan, Hamish Angas, 

Sharon Anderson, and Richard Nester for their guidance and assistance. 

Many thanks are owed those individuals and institutions that assisted me in the 

analysis of material culture addressed in this thesis. Nestor González-Pereyra and the 

Clemson Conservation Center kindly performed SEM-EDS analysis and characterisation of 

a hull plate sample from the torpedo boat Defender, while Wendy van Duivenvoorde and 

Mark Polzer took time out of their busy schedules to analyse sulphur samples recovered 

from the North Arm Torpedo Station with an XRF spectrometer. Finally, a heap of thanks 

is owed Emily Jateff for assisting me with analysis of all artefacts recovered from the North 

Arm Torpedo Station, and instructing me in the fine arts of material culture sorting, 

cataloguing, and database entry. 

Archaeological and archival research critical to the successful completion of this 

thesis project was made possible through a variety of academic funding initiatives. These 

comprised several schemes awarded by the Flinders University Faculty of Education, 

Humanities, Law and Theology, including a URB P2 Postgraduate Research Grant, 

Postgraduate Student Conference/Workshop Funding, and several small postgraduate 

research student support (RSS) and maintenance (RSM) grants. Additional support was 

provided in the form of a Conference Travel Grant awarded by the Flinders University 

Higher Degree Administration and Scholarships Office.  

While living in Adelaide, I have been extremely fortunate to enjoy the friendship and 

support of several individuals and organisations. First and foremost, I must acknowledge my 

fellow doctoral candidates (past and present) in the Flinders University maritime archaeology 
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program: Claire Dappert, Jun Kimura, Adam Paterson, Jason Raupp, and Deb Shefi. 

Individually and collectively, they provided inspiration and a willing ear whenever I needed 

to hammer out my research ideas or simply vent about the thesis-writing process. Similarly, 

doctoral students Bob Stone, Martin Wimmer, and Tom Drahos subjected themselves to 

endless hours of thesis discussion and proved themselves office mates par excellence.  

Although my back, knees, and ankles would tend to insist otherwise, skateboarding 

continues to be a driving force in my life, and has served as a necessary outlet when my 

scholarly pursuits proved particularly daunting. Ameen Zaytoun, Ben Pearson, Ash Battye, 

Jim Retallack, Steve Di Sisto, Tim Westergaard, and Bill Tsiopelas were always down for an 

Old Man Skate Jam followed by a well-deserved pint or two. These distinguished gents were 

the first to give me a guided tour of Adelaide and its many skateparks, explain their nation’s 

multitudinous slang and customs, suggest the best pubs to frequent and beers to drink, and 

are truly the best mates a Yank could possibly ask for.  

Another group of best mates that I’ve been extremely fortunate to be adopted by 

(and who also have a predilection for swift bearings, urethane wheels, and smooth concrete) 

are the fine folks of Adelaide Roller Derby (ADRD). In particular, I must acknowledge the 

lovely and lusty ladies of my favourite team, the Salty Dolls, their wayward ‘widows’ the 

Nauti-Bouys (of whom I was honoured to count myself among their ranks), and their 

absolute hottest player, Crispy Saltbush. In addition to providing endless hours of nail-biting 

entertainment, ADRD has become a surrogate family and source of several amazing Aussie 

friends. 

Shortly after arriving in Adelaide, I had the good fortune to reconnect with rowing, 

yet another physical activity that served as a combined tension outlet and form of meditation 

when things got tough during my candidature. I would like to thank the many members of 
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Riverside Rowing Club for happily accepting me within their ranks, providing much-needed 

advice and coaching to help improve my rowing fitness and technique, and graciously 

inviting me to ‘fill a seat’ to train and compete. In particular, David Wheare and the Vietnam 

Vets (Chris Ashenden, Andrew Foreman, Peter Henderson, Neville Hyatt, Noel Mobbs, 

Paul Rohrsheim, and Jim Shotten) were the first to invite me to join Riverside, and granted 

me the honour of rowing the stroke seat in their men’s eight during the 2009 Head of the 

Yarra regatta in Melbourne. Other Riverside members with whom I’ve shared a boat and/or 

many a great conversation include Ed Bonkowski, Bob Bradley, Sue Byrne, Michael 

Crampton, Shylie Davidson, Jane Dawson, John Duncan, Peter Erskine, Robyn Fuller, Peter 

Furze, Phil Gebhardt, Liz Gibbs, John and Marg Gore, Johan Heller, Tim Hender, Max 

Hoseason-Smith, Mark Johnston, Lisa Jessup, Gordana Kalanj, Graeme King, Janet 

Lawrenson, Die Levesque-Hocking, Lil Mader, Bill Marmion, Deb and Ian McBryde, Helen 

McMullan, Ken Milne, Hugh Orr, Ann and Steve Pennington, Geoff Playford, Doug 

Raymond, Naomi Rea, Peter Reschke, Peter Rowell, Pete Smith, Zandra Smith, Sheilagh 

Sullivan, Kustas Tiivas, Jo Wall, Mark Walsh, Anne Wheare, and Chris Zoontjens. Finally, in 

the past two years my rowing has benefitted tremendously from the guidance, 

encouragement and camaraderie of Mick ‘Slo-Mo’ Sweeney, Tanya ‘Auntie Lash’ Hoepner, 

Denise ‘Cana-D’ Abood, and Richard ‘Dik-Dik’ O’Dea. ‘Jim-Bob’ thanks y’all for everything 

and looks forward to upcoming 6AM pyramids and pressure-pieces up and down the 

Torrens! 

My family has always served as a source of inspiration, encouragement and support 

throughout my academic career, and my doctoral studies have prompted an even greater 

outpouring of these much-needed gifts. I’d like to extend a heartfelt thank you to my 

parents, Jim and Linda Hunter, as well as my in-laws, Bob and Marcie Jateff, for all of their 
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love, advice, assistance, and—perhaps most importantly—visits to Australia to spend time 

with their homesick kids. Extended family, including ‘Bill-Will’ and Autumn Jateff, Mee-

Maw Hunter, Nana and Bumpy Scott, Gram and Gramp McEwan, and all of the aunts, 

uncles and cousins who comprise the Hunter and Jateff clans also deserve heaps of gratitude 

for their collective (and individual) love and support.  

Finally, I have reserved my most profound and unconditional appreciation for my 

wife, Emily Jateff. She has been my most ardent supporter and champion over the course of 

my candidature, made great personal sacrifices to enable me to work on my thesis 

unhindered (and also keep the lights on and put food on our table), provided essential 

professional criticism and input when it was needed, and ensured our time in Australia has 

been a memorable and rewarding experience. I will never be able to adequately thank her for 

all of the wonderful things she has done, and consider myself truly lucky to share my life 

with such an exquisite and unparalleled best friend, confidante and soul mate.  
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