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INTRODUCTION  

During the period from the 1880s to the early 1940s, the paddle steamers OZONE, HYGEIA and 

WEEROONA had each regularly sailed serenely past Rye on their usual route servicing Mornington, 

Dromana, Sorrento, Portsea and Queenscliff. Perhaps it was a form of unrequited love which moved 

the citizens of Rye to honour each of those vessels by naming three streets in Rye after them. 

Archived photographs of these three steamers can easily be accessed via the websites of both the 
State Library of Victoria and the National Library of Australia, as well as via a simple internet search.  

Newspaper coverage of these steamers is accessible via NLA Trove. Steamer timetables were 

routinely advertised in the major city newspapers, and text-only reports of events such as charter  

excursions for notable social or business groups often filled some columns in the major daily papers. 

However, since the early years of HYGEIA’s service coincided with rapid technical developments in 

both photography and the mass reproduction of photographic images, it seemed to be worth 

searching for any additional images which may have been published in magazines and newspapers. 

The Illustrated Australian News had led the race to reproduce images of OZONE, but in the early 
years, it was two other weekly niche publications, Punch and Table Talk, which had traded off the 

extra costs and setup time delays to print photographs of HYGEIA, aiming to attract new readers.  

Major daily papers, such as The Age, The Argus and The Herald had to wait a while for technology to 

develop which allowed prompt and reliable image preparation for daily, rapid high volume printing. 

But as will be seen in this article, once that happened, The Argus and The Herald came to dominate.  

ABOVE: The PS HYGEIA, carrying an enthusiastic Christmas crowd, pictured here approaching an 
unknown berth at reduced speed.     Ack: State Library Victoria (Image undated).  

 

FOOTNOTE:  For those interested in learning about the excursion steamers which routinely plied Port 
Phillip after the early 1850s, the hardcover book Down the Bay, by T K Fitchett (Rigby, 1973) offers a 
wide ranging and extremely readable account of 31 of these steam powered vessels. [ NSE, February 2021 ] 
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BELOW: Not all tour groups originated from the City and Suburbs, and while we at Rye tend to think only 

of the route via Mornington and Dromana to Sorrento, another direct route was Melbourne to Queenscliff 

via the West Channel, while a third direct route was from Port of Melbourne to Geelong via Portarlington.     
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BELOW: One of four captioned photographs above the vague heading “A PICNIC TO GEELONG” in 1907. 

ABOVE:  The PS HYGEIA and the then almost new PS WEEROONA seen at Sorrento in February 1911. 

Interestingly, peak demands for passage aboard these paddle steamers created the risk of overcrowding.  

In January 1907, the Captain of HYGEIA (licenced maximum 1600 passengers) was charged with allowing 
overloading of his vessel. Evidence that 1645 passengers had been counted at disembarkation was 
countered by evidence presented that 1585 ticketed passengers were aboard. The case was dismissed. 

In February 1911, while a charge brought against the Captain of HYGEIA for overloading was vigorously 
defended, it was finally upheld. He was fined £3 plus 1 shilling for each person in excess, totalling £5 5s.   
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BELOW: Almost six months after the Armistice was signed to end WW1, this front page image in The 
Herald captured the jubilant scene when airmen returning from England, having just completed time at 
the Quarantine Station in the face of the Spanish Flu, disembarked from PS HYGEIA at Port Melbourne.   

A week later, The Herald’s sister newspaper, The Weekly Times, published a different photograph taken 
from another vantage point on that arrival day, which appears on the next page.  

No doubt the intrepid airmen of that era would have been proud to risk flying so close, but the uncanny 
similarity of the aircraft images raises the possibility that both of these photos were actually composites. 
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The paddle steamers WEEROONA and HYGEIA continued after OZONE was ’mothballed’ in late 1919.  

BELOW: The PS WEEROONA is shown going astern from its berth, before taking a picnic party to 
Queenscliff. Once clear, the PS HYGEIA could reverse from its berth and head off on its normal schedule.  

The oblique aerial photo below, which also appeared in The Herald, shows the short L-shaped jetty 
extended off the east side of Railway Pier, Port Melbourne, which was reserved for the paddle steamers. 
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With the economy booming in the mid-late 
1920’s, the two paddle steamers then in 
service, HYGEIA and WEEROONA, needed 
to be in peak condition ready to cater for  
large numbers of passengers in the summer 
holiday season.  

Pre-season maintenance was an important 
aspect of the overall business in order to 

ensure reliability of services and to give the 
crew confidence in their vessel when faced 
by an occasional burst of violent weather. 
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AT RIGHT: This picture of a long serving maintenance worker 
aboard HYGEIA appeared in The Herald on the 8th June 1928. 

HYGEIA’s final two regular trips for the 1927/28 holiday season 
(to Queenscliff and Sorrento) had been advertised for Saturday 
21st and Sunday 22nd of April 1928. This photo was taken in 
June when the vessel had already been out of regular service 
for six weeks. Presumably low cost caretaker-maintenance 
work was being carried out, and that would continue for nearly 
another five months prior to a major checkover in a dry dock.    

 

BELOW:  In The Herald of 23rd October 1928, within the section 
headed SHIPPING ACTIVITIES, was this brief paragraph: 

HYGEIA FOR OVERHAUL  
It is expected that the Bay excursion paddle 
steamer Hygeia will move into dry dock tomorrow 
for overhaul. The Hygeia is scheduled to make her 
first trip of the season on November 3, Derby Day.  

 
Near the end of October, a bold advertising headline promised: 

OPENING OF BAY EXCURSION SEASON, 

with HYGEIA to re-commence regular passenger services to 
Queenscliff, Sorrento and Dromana on Saturday 3rd November. 
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The frothing wake from the rapidly rotating paddle wheels of these excursion Paddle Steamers was a 
feature which appealed to passengers and shore based observers alike. With the advent of photography 
from low flying aircraft in the 1920’s, newspaper readers were now able to marvel at the spectacle too. 
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No doubt the picture below of an enthusiastic crowd of passengers boarding PS HYGEIA would bring a 
smile to the faces of those operating the vessel, but future growth prospects were not entirely clear cut. 

During the 1920s, there was steady growth in privately owned motor cars, which, coupled with a slow but 
steady schedule of improvements to regional roads under the Country Roads Board, had seen a growing 
number of former passengers abandon the paddle steamers in favour of their own motor vehicle. 

But worse was soon to come.  

In January of 1929, little did the steamer company know that after October, the Great Depression would 
be kicking in and cause their already plateauing passenger demand to take an unstoppable nose dive. 
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By November 1930, the PS HYGEIA, 
originally brought into service in 
December 1890, was living on 
borrowed time.  

She was then 40 years old and the pre-
season maintenance work, pictured at 
right, would probably have been kept 
within a tight budget. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The lower photo, from March 1931, 
shows that the PS HYGEIA continued 
to operate more or less as normal 
through the 1930-31 summer season.  

But the writing was on the wall. 

Faced with both diminished patronage 
and the reality of zero revenue during 
the looming winter lay-off, the decision 
was taken to cease operations. 

As noted in the news report dated 1st 
April 1931 (see next page), the PS 
HYGEIA had already been taken out of 
service by that date.  

 

Her sister vessel, PS WEEROONA, was 
only half her age, and in good 
condition, so was expected to continue 
to provide the service to the travelling 
public for the foreseeable future. 
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The Argus, 1st April 1931 

BAY STEAMER SERVICE. 
HYGEIA MAY BE SOLD 

Marked Reduction of Business. 

Because of the reduction in the number of 
passengers carried to bayside resorts by the 
paddle-steamer Hygeia, the directors of Bay 
Steamers Ltd may be forced to dispose of the 
vessel.  

The Hygeia has been taken off the Sorrento run 
and laid up indefinitely before the season has 
actually ended.  

It was stated yesterday that the slackness in trade 
was due to the effect of motor transport, the 
general trade depression, the extremely high cost 
of maintenance, the greatly increased running 
costs, and the excessive rains and cold weather 
which have been experienced this summer.    >> 

For these reasons it is possible that the steamer 
may never again be placed in commission.  

Only a complete revival of trade will make its 
return to the service possible. 

The great falling off in the number of passengers 
carried by the Hygeia is indicated by the fact that 
in the 1926-1927 season she carried 105,000 
persons on bay cruises, and for the season from 
which she has just been withdrawn the total was 
only 40,000.  

In the present season only three bay steamers 
have been in operation, including the Hygeia, 
whereas in the early life of the vessels the number 
was nine. 

Four of these were engaged in the Geelong-
Portarlington trade, three in the Melbourne- 
Sorrento trade, and two small craft - the Meinderry 
and the Charlotte Fenwick - in a subsidiary service 
which is now maintained by the Reliance. 

News reports clarifying the fate of the PS HYGEIA commenced with the item below in The Argus on 1st 
April, 1931. During April and May, various newspapers ran progress reports and historical reminiscences. 
The first photograph documenting the demise of this vessel is dated 22nd May and is reproduced below. 
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During late July and early August 1931, the ultimate fate of the HYGEIA’s hull was the subject of several 
possibilities touted in the press. The most informative news article was in The Age 12th August as below: 

THE END OF THE HYGEIA  

Although the Ports and Harbours Department has refused Brighton council’s offer to purchase the 
hulk of the Hygeia for use as a breakwater, it has not definitely decided whether the vessel will be used 
by the Defence department as a floating target for gun practice, or be sunk outside Port Phillip Heads. 

Bay Steamers Ltd., which formerly owned the Hygeia, announced yesterday that their remaining Bay 
excursion steamer, the Weeroona, would be placed on the Sorrento-Queenscliff run when the season 
opened early in December. Owing to competition from the railways, Mornington and Dromana would 
be omitted from the regular weekend timetables. The Weeroona, licenced to carry 1927 passengers, 
was adequate for the holiday traffic. Mondays and Wednesdays would be set aside for picnics. 

 
The first photograph below was published on the 18th August 1931, which was several days after that 
short distance tow was actually conducted, without incident, to relocate the hull to the North Wharf where 
a crane was available to remove the boilers, as pictured on the previous page. 
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v  CAPTION RE-TYPED  v 
 

WITH COLOURS FLYING.- 
There was a gesture of 

defiance in the flag fluttering 
from the bows of the old 
paddle bay steamer Hygeia 
as she plunged, stern first, to 
the "grave of the derelicts" 
about four miles outside the 
Heads, in 35 fathoms of 
water early yesterday 
afternoon.  

After a charge of gelignite 
had been fired the Hygeia 
settled slowly down, until 
with a rush of escaping air, 
blowing fumes and dust into 
the air, she sank near the 
entrance to the Bay in which 
she had served for 40 years.  

The view is from the tug 
Rip, which took the hulk in 
tow through the Heads from 
Swan Bay, near Queenscliff. 
On the right is the Ports and 
Harbours yacht Eileen. 

The Argus, June 10th, 1932, p6.         BURIAL AT SEA. 
LAST OF THE HYGEIA. 

SUNK OUTSIDE THE HEADS. 

In the quiet of a grey, winter afternoon the old paddle steamer Hygeia ended her days yesterday at the "ships' 
graveyard," which lies about four miles outside the Heads. Stripped to a bare hulk, she was taken in tow by the 
Ports and Harbours steamer, Rip, at her anchorage at Swan Bay, near Queenscliff, and towed through the 
Heads.  

When the "graveyard" was reached the hulk was cast off, a small charge of gelignite was fired in the stern, 
and she slowly settled down. After more than half an hour the head of the hulk was flung upward, and with a 
rush of escaping air, she plunged tail first and disappeared. 

The sinking of the Hygeia disposed of the superstition that she would never leave the bay in which she was 
run for 40 years. When an attempt was made to sink her last August she broke away from the tug Eagle in a 
strong following wind and ran ashore near Rosebud. She remained fast for 10 months, and it seemed unlikely 
that she would be moved, but after the death of her owner, Mr. H. W. Morris, the Ports and Harbours branch 
took in hand the moving of the vessel. In less than three weeks she was pumped out and refloated on a flood 
tide. Three holes which had been blown in the hull by an unknown person, while the hulk was on the 
sandbank, were repaired, and the vessel was towed to Rye and later to Swan Bay. To prepare her for her last 
voyage the temporary crew had rigged her fore and aft with flags so that she might go down with her colours 
flying. 

The refloating and sinking of the Hygeia was a remarkable feat. It was undertaken by Mr. W. G. Williams, an 
engineer of the Ports and Harbours branch, under the supervision of the engineer-in-chief (Mr. G. Kermode). 
"To save cost," said Mr. Kermode, "Mr. Williams improvised the motors and winches used in shifting the vessel 
almost single handed. He achieved an almost impossible task at a cost of less than £250. It was a remarkable 
performance. The officers and crew of the Rip also did excellent work and gave valuable assistance. 

"Sunk in 35 fathoms" was the official verdict on the Hygeia. She lies in a deep "hole" which also 
accommodates the Buninyong, Courier, and many other old ships and submarines. Although 42 years old she 
was not obsolete as steamers go. 

The Rip, which towed her to her grave, was once the gunboat Paluma, and is now 48 years old. Entering the 
Heads the Rip passed the Oonah, a veteran of 44 years. Compared with the old Edina, which was built in 1854, 
the Hygeia was struck down in the flower of her youth. 


