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A snarling Cerberus keeps the Russian bear at bay.

A VICTORIAN ICON
INTRODUCTION

Probably the greatest icon of our remaining colonial history, HMVS Cerberus, protected Victorians from enemies a world away. Cerberus was a central part of Victorian history from 1871 until scuttled in 1926. Even today, 80 years after her scuttling, she is still a household word. Even though many of the stories told about Cerberus are more myth than fact, her memory has been kept alive by successive generations since her passing. Cerberus is still very much a part of Victoria’s culture. Recognition of Cerberus, as the heritage icon that she is, can only assist in her long term preservation.
SOCIAL & HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE
The story of HMVS Cerberus parallels the development of the State of Victoria from being reliant on the British Navy to being self reliant on its own powerful Victorian Navy & eventually an Australian Navy. As the most powerful ship in the Victorian Navy, Cerberus symbolised a strong and self confident State, willing and able to defend itself. For 36 years the Cerberus prowled Port Phillip Bay allowing the population of Victoria to sleep peacefully at night. 
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Repelling a Torpedo Attack

One of the photos chosen to showcase Victoria, at the Greater Britain Exhibition, in 1899.
As 2006 marks 100 years since Cerberus stopped steaming on Pt Phillip Bay, there is no-one left alive who would remember the degree of respect in which the ship & her crew were held. Writing around 1917 Florence Pollitt wrote:-

“…there was not a sounder ship afloat. There was not a ship along the coast that did not dip its flag to the flagship. The girls were thrilled when they saw her steaming up the bay.”

In 1871 a deputation representing 1,337 Sunday School teachers asked that Cerberus not be open to the public on Sundays, as it would turn Sundays into “a day of sightseeing & amusement”.
 Countering this, a petition with 20,343 signatures was presented to the State government. It requested that Cerberus should remain open to the public on Sundays. Almost as an afterthought, the petition asked that the Public Library and the Museum should consider opening on Sundays.
 Cerberus stayed open but the Public Library & Museum had to wait at least another 10 years.
When Cerberus exercised off Williamstown in 1872, 20,000 people (10% of Melbourne’s population) turned out to watch this marvel of the modern technological age. When Cerberus travelled to Geelong in 1871 special trains were put on to bring people in from country towns. So popular was she that her stay in Geelong had to be extended by 2 weeks. It was estimated that between 30,000 & 40,000 Geelong and western Victorian residents had inspected Cerberus while she was in Geelong. One can only guess at the percentage of Victoria’s population that visited Cerberus over the next 34 years of her active service.
If Cerberus left Hobson’s Bay, the newspapers of the day carried a report of where she was going and the purpose of the trip. When technological advances enabled photographs to be printed in newspapers, the fourth issue of The Australasian
 to do so, carried a full page spread of various drills on the ship. That interest in Cerberus was not just of novelty value is demonstrated by her having been in Pt Phillip Bay for 23 years by this time. Cerberus was accompanied by reporters from the 3 major papers during Easter and other manoeuvres. Lengthy reports gave intricate details of life on board and what exercises were carried out. In the 1890’s news replaced classified advertising on the front page of newspapers. Under the heading “Voice from the Deep, Cruise of the Cerberus”, Easter manoeuvres then became front page news.
 Again this was not novelty value, as Cerberus had been exercising in Pt Phillip Bay for 27 years by this time.
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When a Russian squadron visited on a good will visit in 1881, the Victorian Navy was challenged to 6 mile, 2 hour rowing races. The Russians had been victorious against British, German and French naval crews in Sydney. In Hobart the British Navy crews had refused to compete, but not so in Melbourne. There was great pride when, led by the Cerberus crew, the four Victorian Navy teams defeated the four Russian teams.
“Our stout lads were something different as opponents to the (British ship) Nelson's youths. Australian beef & mutton are rare promoters of muscular fibre. All things considered it was no marvel that our men came off easy victors.  Not that their competitors are to be set aside as unworthy. Right sturdy fellows are they, strong & brave; & next to the pleasure I have derived at our complete triumph is my regret for their thorough defeat.
But it was necessary to show the Russians that it did not follow because they whipped the raw youngsters of the Nelson in the waters at Port Jackson, they were going to do the like with our broad shouldered jolly boys. It would, indeed, have been a sad humiliation had we been thrashed. And all the more pride, therefore, may we justly feel in the result of the fight. The ringing shouts which echoed long & loud from the excited spectators told how strong was the interest in the contest.”

Sailors from the Cerberus often supplied the guard of honour for the opening & proroguing of the Victorian Parliament.
 When a memorial to John Batman was unveiled in 1882 Captain Mandeville, 50 men from the Cerberus and the Cerberus band again acted as an honour guard.
 Not only was the band in demand for official occasions but was respected by the trade union movement. The Cerberus or Navy band was asked to help raise funds to support the London Dockers during their strike in 1889.
 When military processions to commemorate the Queen’s birthday etc. were held through the streets of Melbourne, there was particularly enthusiastic cheering when the Navy boys marched past.
“Cheers along the line announce the approach of the Naval Forces & a very substantial square the force of 450 blue jackets makes……The seamen have always been popular, & their popularity is not attributable to sentiment so much as the high state of their efficiency they have always maintained….”

When in 1877 a Russian attack was thought possible, Cerberus was placed on a war footing. In 1888 there was great activity at Williamstown by the Naval authorities, when both telegraph cables to Europe were cut. Before the church bells stopped ringing on Sunday morning, the entire fleet was in readiness. Two days later HMVS Nelson joined HMVS Cerberus, Victoria, Albert, Childers, Lonsdale, Nepean and Gordon at the entrance to Pt. Phillip Bay. In 1890 Cerberus was again sent to the Heads when both cables were broken a second time.
After her arrival, throughout her time of service and beyond, poems, songs and even a waltz were written about the Cerberus and her achievements. This is all evidence that Cerberus was an integral & important part of Victorian culture.
When Emerald Hill flooded in 1880 
 the Cerberus boats were sent in to assist. The Cerberus diver and equipment travelled to Creswick to assist during rescue operations in the Creswick mine disaster of 1882.
 Sailors from the Cerberus fought fires in Williamstown and other bayside suburbs.
Even in 1908 when Cerberus was no longer capable of raising steam she was towed into position so as to fire the salute to the visiting US Great White Fleet
. When plans were announced to scuttle Cerberus outside the Heads, protests ensured that this was prevented. A decision was subsequently made to scuttle her, in a still visible state, within Pt Phillip Bay.

When the active career of Cerberus was about to officially end in 1909, sentiment dictated that she be towed to Queenscliff to participate in the Easter Manoeuvres one last time. Fittingly Captain Panter, who had brought the old watchdog out from the U.K. 38 years earlier, was invited to accompany old flat-top down the Bay one last time.
 Naturally the event was covered by the daily newspapers.
When about to be scuttled in 1926 The Herald reported:-
“Aptly named, the old ship prowled around the bay for half a century, a watchdog with fearful barks from her 18 ton muzzle loaders, a veritable ‘Old Ironside.’ She was the cradle of the fleet - the nursery where two generations of sailors learned their art and craft.”

TECHNICAL DESIGN
Cerberus was so advanced technically that, to most people she did not look like a ship. Described as an elongated gasometer, Cerberus was more recognisable as a ship to later generations than to those who had seen nothing but majestic sailing ships. As the first British warship built without sails she set the tone of things to come. She was “The genesis of all battleship design in the period to 1905.”
 “In every way the Cerberus was a complete break from established tradition with an appearance different from anything yet seen afloat.”
 “The Cerberus is a unique & significant historical treasure of almost iconic value...”

Cerberus was designed and built specifically for Pt Phillip Bay. A flat bottomed ship was necessary for Pt Phillip’s relatively shallow waters. Being propelled by steam allowed for a much reduced manning level compared to that needed to crew a sail powered ship. This was essential for a small colonial navy. Steam operated capstan, pumps, ventilation system, ash removal lifts etc. again allowed for feasible manning levels. That Cerberus was to operate close to base in a purely defensive role, meant that the lack of worldwide coaling stations was not a problem. 
The technical innovation continued in Victoria. Numerous innovations and improvements were made, some of which were later adopted by the British Navy. The steam steering on Cerberus was a Victorian invention. The second set of boilers was designed and built in Victoria. The introduction of electricity to Victoria was via the projectors (search lights), on board Cerberus. Morse code was adopted. Gatling, Nordenfelt & Quick Firing guns were added. Torpedo nets, again with local innovative improvements, were installed. Morris tubes allowed the Victorian Navy to achieve greater accuracy than was achieved by the British Navy. This was possible without the high cost of using normal ammunition for practise. Local improvements to the boilers & engines allowed a 30% improvement in speed to be achieved.

SUMMARY

It is easy to make the case that Cerberus has been and continues to be an important part of Victoria’s culture. Unfortunately the future is quite uncertain. A Geotechnical Study
 funded by the City of Bayside, Parks Victoria & Heritage Victoria in 2003 drew up a plan to stabilise Cerberus in situ. Unfortunately, the study also concluded that “catastrophic collapse is imminent”. Time is running out for Cerberus. Substantial funding is required from both State and Federal governments. Public recognition of the value and importance of Cerberus is invaluable in convincing government to provide this required funding. Without government support Cerberus will collapse and will only exist in photographs and memories.
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a “National Heritage Place”
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