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When was the Captain Cook pilot steamer built? 

There were three Sydney pilot steamers called Captain Cook. They were: 
1. Captain Cook (1) entered service in February 1877. 
2. Captain Cook (II) was launched in 1892. 

3. Captain Cook (III) commenced service in March 1939. 
(Source: Gillett, Ross. - Australian ships). 

Charles Fleming and the Captain Cook II 
By Jim Fleming 

 

My great-great-grandfather, Charles Fleming, was an iron moulder journeyman, 

firstly in Scotland, then in Australia and finally in New Zealand. Family lore has it 

that he left Australia because he was not given due recognition by his boss (Thomas 

Sutcliff Mort) for his work casting the figurehead for the Sydney Harbour pilot boat 

Captain Cook. 

 

Charles Fleming was a master craftsman at the top of his field. His skills were in 

strong demand world-wide because of the huge demand for the wide variety of goods that could 

be cast in iron. He worked at the greensand process, where moulds were made to take the molten 

iron in order to form the desired product. Making new moulds was an extremely skilful craft and 

Charles was one of the best journeyman who specialised in this work. He was very proud, 

therefore, to be chosen to make the mould that was used to cast the figurehead for the new 

Captain Cook pilot vessel in 1892. 

 

He expected to get some recognition from his employer for the successful cast of the figurehead; 

the first time something of this size and intricacy had been cast. When the recognition was not 

forthcoming, family lore has it that he resigned from Mort’s iron foundry and emigrated to New 

Zealand. 

 

The details of the story were, however, lost. We didn’t know what the figurehead was; or which 

pilot boat it was made for; or when the incident occurred. We knew, for example, that Sydney had 

had three pilot boats that were called Captain Cook but did not know which one Charles had 

worked on. And we certainly did not know what had ever become of the figurehead. 

 

I conducted some research based on the oral history. The most important discovery was that the 

first Captain Cook pre-dated Charles Fleming’s arrival in Australia and the third Captain Cook 

post-dated his departure for New Zealand. That meant that the vessel that he had worked on must 

be the second Captain Cook. 

 

Captain Cook II was built at Mort’s Dock in Balmain in 1892. The hull was launched on 8 

December 1892. Charles Fleming lived and worked in Balmain from 1886 until about 1900. 

 

The next important discovery was that the figurehead was re-used on the third Captain Cook that 

was built in 1939. This indicates that the object was a valued part of the culture of the Sydney 

Harbour Pilot Service after nearly 50 years plying its waters. 

 

And finally, I discovered that the figurehead portrayed the great explorer, Captain Cook. He 

shades his eyes with his right arm as he stares resolutely ahead with his telescope tucked under his 

left arm. The great seafarer’s body morphs at the waist into intricate filigree work along the bow 

of the vessel. 

---***--- 
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About Captain Cook II 

The second of three Captain Cooks to serve as pilot vessels, she weighed 396 

gross register tons and 172 net. She was built in 1892 at Morts Dock & 

Engineering Co. of Balmain, Sydney, Australia, had a length of 155.8 feet, a 

width of 25.2 feet, and a depth of 13 feet, had 1 deck, and 3 cylinder engines 

which could attain 85hp. Registered in the port of Sydney, she belonged to the 

N.S.W. Government. 

 

Captain Cook II was replaced by Captain Cook III in 1939 and renamed S.S. Captain Phillip, 

being employed during the Second World War as training vessel for the Army Water Transport 

Section. Her end came when she was towed 17 miles E.S.E. of Sydney and sunk with 4 charges of 

gelignite on 3 October 1948, at Lat. 34° Long. 151°. 

Source: http://brew.clients.ch/ShipsC.htm 

 

 
The launch of Captain Cook II on 8 December 1892 

Source: http://www.flickr.com/photos/state-records-nsw/2733890835/sizes/o/in/photostream/ 

 

Film of Captain Cook III 

The third Captain Cook vessel is a feature of a newsreel about the Sydney Harbour Pilot Service 

in 1949. The film provides a good close-up of the famous figurehead. It can be viewed on 

YouTube here: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zmd8FRyPN2M 

  

http://brew.clients.ch/Capt.%20Cook%20II,%201927.jpg
http://brew.clients.ch/ShipsC.htm
http://www.flickr.com/photos/state-records-nsw/2733890835/sizes/o/in/photostream/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zmd8FRyPN2M
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nla.pic-vn4654518 Searle, E.W. (Edward William) Source: http://nla.gov.au/nla.pic-vn4654518 

 
nla.pic-vn4653871 Searle, E.W. (Edward William) Source: http://nla.gov.au/nla.pic-vn4653871 

http://nla.gov.au/nla.pic-vn4654518
http://nla.gov.au/nla.pic-vn4653871
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Source: http://www.ferriesofsydney.com/index.php?topic=1096.0 

 

 
Captain Cook II was the first boat under the completed Sydney Harbour Bridge 

nla.pic-vn4515746 Searle, E. W. (Edward William) Source: http://nla.gov.au/nla.pic-vn4515746 

http://www.ferriesofsydney.com/index.php?topic=1096.0
http://nla.gov.au/nla.pic-vn4515746
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Sydney Morning Herald 

Source: http://trove.nla.gov.au/ndp/del/printArticleJpg/13889051/3?print=n 

 

http://trove.nla.gov.au/ndp/del/printArticleJpg/13889051/3?print=n
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Source: http://acms.sl.nsw.gov.au/item/itemLarge.aspx?itemID=186601 

 

 
Source: http://acms.sl.nsw.gov.au/item/itemLarge.aspx?itemID=186600 

http://acms.sl.nsw.gov.au/item/itemLarge.aspx?itemID=186601
http://acms.sl.nsw.gov.au/item/itemLarge.aspx?itemID=186600
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Source: http://acms.sl.nsw.gov.au/item/itemLarge.aspx?itemID=154292 

 

 
Source: http://acms.sl.nsw.gov.au/item/itemLarge.aspx?itemID=188236 

 

http://acms.sl.nsw.gov.au/item/itemLarge.aspx?itemID=154292
http://acms.sl.nsw.gov.au/item/itemLarge.aspx?itemID=188236
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Source: http://www.flickr.com/photos/anmm_thecommons/3403505408/sizes/o/in/photostream/ 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/anmm_thecommons/3403505408/sizes/o/in/photostream/
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Source: http://brew.clients.ch/Capt.%20Cook%20II,%201927.jpg 

 

 
Source: http://www.slv.vic.gov.au/brodie/gid/slv-pic-aaa48058/1/bs003290 
State Library of Victoria Accession No: H99.220/2497; Image No: bs003290 
 

http://brew.clients.ch/Capt.%20Cook%20II,%201927.jpg
http://www.slv.vic.gov.au/brodie/gid/slv-pic-aaa48058/1/bs003290
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Captain Cook 2 and Medway 
State Library of Victoria Accession No: H99.220/2502; Image No: bs003295 

Source: http://www.slv.vic.gov.au/brodie/gid/slv-pic-aaa48063/1/bs003295 

 
Pilot on board Medway 
State Library of Victoria  Accession No: H99.220/2440; Image No: bs003240 

http://www.slv.vic.gov.au/brodie/gid/slv-pic-aaa48063/1/bs003295
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Source: http://www.slv.vic.gov.au/brodie/gid/slv-pic-aaa47992/1/bs003240 
 

  

 
Source: http://pamir.chez-alice.fr/Voiliers/Classe_A/Pamir/Tugs/Tugswe.htm#cc 

 

 
Source: http://acms.sl.nsw.gov.au/item/itemLarge.aspx?itemID=219785 

 

http://www.slv.vic.gov.au/brodie/gid/slv-pic-aaa47992/1/bs003240
http://pamir.chez-alice.fr/Voiliers/Classe_A/Pamir/Tugs/Tugswe.htm#cc
http://acms.sl.nsw.gov.au/item/itemLarge.aspx?itemID=219785
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Source: http://acms.sl.nsw.gov.au/item/itemLarge.aspx?itemID=194015 

 
Source: http://acms.sl.nsw.gov.au/item/itemLarge.aspx?itemID=222072 

 
The second of three Captain Cooks to serve as pilot vessels, she weighed 396 gross register tons and 
172 net. She was built by Morts Dock & Engineering Co. of Balmain, Sydney, Australia,in 1893 and had 

http://acms.sl.nsw.gov.au/item/itemLarge.aspx?itemID=194015
http://acms.sl.nsw.gov.au/item/itemLarge.aspx?itemID=222072
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a length of 155.8 feet, a width of 25.2 feet, and a depth of 13 feet, had 1 deck, and 3 cylinder engines 

which could attain 85hp. Registered in the port of Sydney, she belonged to the N.S.W. Government.     
 
Cook II was replaced by Captain Cook III in 1939 and renamed S.S. Captain Phillip, being employed 
during the Second World War as training vessel for the Army Water Transport Section. Her end came 
when she was towed 17 miles E.S.E. of Sydney and sunk with 4 charges of gelignite on 3 October 

1948, at Lat. 34Â° Long. 151Â°. 
Source: http://www.ferriesofsydney.com/index.php?topic=1096.0 

A Grave for Pilot Steamer Captain Cook II, 1947 

 

The following information has been transcribed from a newspaper article appearing in the Sydney Morning Herald on 

3 October 1947, a copy of which is kept in the Mitchell Library in Sydney. 

 

Tasman Grave For Veteran Pilot Steamer 

By a staff correspondent 

Towed ignominiously down the harbour in which, for half a century, she glided proudly to place pilots on every kind 

of vessel, from four-masters to motor-liners, the 55-year-old Captain Cookwill be taken to her grave today. 

With her inside torn out the former Captain Cook will be towed by the newest craft on the harbour, the Diesel tug 

Boray. Seven years ago she was renamed the Captain Phillip, and at Watson's Bay today she will pass the 10-year-

old vessel now bearing her name and flaunting her figurehead of Captain Cook with telescope under his arm. 

Captain Cook, alias Captain Phillip, will be executed for the crime of old age. In construction more like a yacht than 

a ship, she had no space for cargo or facilities for passengers. She barely provided accommodation for 12 pilots and 

a crew of 13. To put her in order would have cost as much as to buy a new vessel. Even if kept moored she would 

have had to be frequently surveyed and maintenance would have been expensive. 

Such are the views of the authorities. Consequently it was decided by the Maritime Services Board and the Federal 

Treasury that she should be taken out and destroyed. 

At 8 a.m. to-day the tug Boray will go alongside the Captain Phillip at Goat Island, and, so to speak, drag her by the 

elbow as far as Bradley's Head. At that stage of the funeral journey she will be allowed to drop astern at the end of a 

720ft tow-line, which will tow her through the Heads. 

By 1 p.m. this cortege of two will reach the burial ground 18 miles south-east from Macquarie Lighthouse. Here the 

Boray will launch a boat with two men aboard, one of them an explosives expert. 

Before then, however, when the vessels are outside harbour limits, 20lb of gelignite will be placed at various 

positions in the Captain Phillip and cemented firm. Holes will also be cut in the bulkheads so that water can spread 

rapidly. Fuses, timed to burn for 10 minutes, will be led to the deck. 

When the explosives expert goes aboard he will light the fuses and return to the Boray, which must stand by until the 

sinking, so there will be no drift to menace navigation. 

Safety for Navigation 

Before any ship can be sunk at sea permission must be obtained from the Deputy Director of Navigation, under 

Fishing Grounds and Sea Routes Protection Regulations, to ensure that trawls will not get tangled in the wreckage. 

The Deputy Director has, therefore, defined a ship cemetery in the following words, "...outside the 100-fathom line, 

within a circular area of five miles in diameter, with centre in latitude 34 degrees south and longitude 151 degrees 36 

minutes east, with South Head Lighthouse bearing 299 degrees, distant 18 miles." 

http://www.ferriesofsydney.com/index.php?topic=1096.0
http://www.smh.com.au/
http://brew.clients.ch/ShipsC.htm#Captain Cook II
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In this graveyard lie H.M.A.S. Australia, an ancient American destroyer Matagalpha, sunk on Thursday, the old 

dredge Poseidon, and many other once well-known harbour craft, warships and other vessels. 

Second of her name, Captain Cook was launched in December, 1892, and began pilotage duties in the following 

May. Before the north and south railways had been constructed, the Superintendent of Navigation journeyed in her to 

visit pilot stations on the northern and southern rivers, and the State Governor regarded her as his official yacht 

when touring north and south. 

Until she was superseded by Captain Cook III in March, 1939, the Captain Cook carried out many rescues. Then she 

was moored at Snapper Island and, under her new name, Captain Phillip, became a training ship for boys who 

intended to enter the mercantile marine. From 1942 to December, 1944, training was given on her for prospective 

masters and engineers going on active service with the Army Water Transport Unit. In September of last year she 

became a training ship for Sea Scouts. 

Early this year she was returned to Goat Island and stripped of all equipment. 

[A picture of the vessel with the caption, "The former Captain Cook, when in service" accompanies the article] 

Source: http://brew.clients.ch/GraveCookII.htm#Grave 

http://brew.clients.ch/GraveCookII.htm#Grave
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Captain Cook III 
 The third of three pilot vessels of the same name, Captain Cook was built 1939 by Morts Dock & 
Engineering Co., of Balmain, N.S.W., Australia, for the N.S.W. Maritime Services Board. Morts Dock 
won a tender in 1936 with the price of ï¿½75,000    

 
Cook III was to become Morts' ship no. 46, engine no. 447, and boiler no. 811. She was registered in 
the Port of Sydney and had a tonnage of 524 gross and 214 net. She had a length of 165.7 feet, a 
width of 26.6 feet, and a depth of 15.2 feet. She was built with 1 deck, and had a 3 cylinder engine 
capable of 165hp which could attain some 12 knots. She carried two boarding boats 18.8 feet x 6.0 
feet x 2.1 feet, and a motor dinghy of 15 feet x 5.3 feet x 1.2 feet with a 3hp engine.  
 

Cook III went into service in 1939 and was retired in 1959. She was sold originally as a tourist ship for 
the Mediterranean, but when this plan failed, she was scrapped and broken up in 1960. 

 

Source: http://www.ferriesofsydney.com/index.php?topic=1092.0 

http://www.ferriesofsydney.com/index.php?topic=1092.0
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Source: http://www.ferriesofsydney.com/index.php?topic=1092.0 

 

Captain Cook 2 and Captain Cook 3 – Source: http://acms.sl.nsw.gov.au/item/itemLarge.aspx?itemID=188251 

http://www.ferriesofsydney.com/index.php?topic=1092.0
http://acms.sl.nsw.gov.au/item/itemLarge.aspx?itemID=188251

