


Statement of Significance 
Criterion A

The place is important in
demonstrating the evolution or
pat tern of  Queensland's
history

Constructed to service and repair Allied warships during World War
II (WWII), the Cairncross Graving Dock (1944) is important in
demonstrating the front-line location and critical role of Queensland
in the South West Pacific theatre during WWII, and the regional
status of Brisbane as an Allied naval base after Japan entered the
war in December 1941. The Cairncross Graving Dock was a key
Queensland wartime infrastructure project, in terms of cost, scale,
workforce and speed of construction, and was acknowledged as a
major engineering achievement when completed.

Important surviving original built features of the place that
demonstrate its significance include the graving dock, caisson,
pump well, former boiler house chimney, and open dock yard with
mooring bollards and mobile crane tramways.

Criterion B

The place demonstrates rare,
uncommon or endangered
aspects of Queensland's
cultural heritage

In their form, function and land use, graving docks, which are
artificial basins that can be drained of water to enable maintenance
and repair of docked vessels, are an aspect of Queensland’s
cultural heritage that has always been uncommon, with only four
known to have been constructed. Cairncross Graving Dock is one
of three remaining examples in Queensland and is distinctive as
the only one constructed as a major infrastructure project during
World War II.

Criterion C

The place has potential to
yield information that will
c o n t r i b u t e  t o  a n
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f
Queensland's history

The history and fabric of Cairncross Graving Dock is well
documented by photography during construction and in primary
and secondary written sources, and further investigation of its
fabric will not contribute new knowledge about Queensland’s
history; or knowledge that will lead to a greater understanding of
particular aspects of Queensland’s history; or knowledge that will
aid in comparative analysis of similar places.

The place does not satisfy this criterion.

Criterion D

The place is important in
demonstrating the principal
characteristics of a particular
class of cultural places

Due to the loss of its original ancillary buildings and breast wharf,
as well as most of its post-war buildings and structures, Cairncross
Graving Dock is not sufficiently intact to be important in
demonstrating the principal characteristics of either a World War II
or late 20th century graving dock facility.

The place does not satisfy this criterion.

Criterion E

The  p lace  i s  impor tan t
because of i ts aesthet ic
significance

Cairncross Graving Dock, while notable for its size and scale, has
not been shown to demonstrate or possess particular aesthetic
attributes or qualities sufficient for it to be regarded as important
because of its aesthetic significance at a state level.

The place does not satisfy this criterion.

Criterion F

The place is important in

Cairncross Graving Dock is important in demonstrating a high
degree of technical achievement as a major World War II
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demonstrating a high degree
of  c reat ive or  technica l
achievement at a particular
period

engineering project. Cut into a sandstone formation, its design and
construction of exposed stone walls, use of sprayed concrete, and
minimal use of reinforced concrete, was a particularly appropriate
solution to the challenge of building a large graving dock in a short
timeframe during wartime shortages of labour, materials and
equipment. The engineering merit of Cairncross Graving Dock was
recognised in contemporary journal articles and reports, and in
1995 by the Institution of Engineers, Australia when it was given a
Historic Engineering Marker.

Criterion G

The place has a strong or
special association with a
par t icu lar  communi ty  or
cultural group for social,
cultural or spiritual reasons

While Cairncross Graving Dock may have an association with the
people who constructed it, who worked there between 1944 and
2014, and with the local community as a source of employment;
and as a local landmark, there is insufficient evidence the place
has a strong or special association with a particular community or
cultural group for social, cultural, or spiritual reasons.

The place does not satisfy this criterion.

Criterion H

The place has a special
association with the life or
work of a particular person,
group or organisat ion of
importance in Queensland's
history

Cairncross Graving Dock does not have a special association with
the life or work of a particular person, group, or organisation of
importance in Queensland’s history. Although it was a major Allied
Works Council project and was designed and constructed by
Queensland’s Main Roads Commission and Department of
Harbours and Marine, there is insufficient evidence that the place
has a special association with those organisations. While the
project was designed by a board of eminent Queensland
engineers, there is insufficient evidence the place has a special
association with these individuals.

The place does not satisfy this criterion.
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History  
Cairncross Graving Dock (1944) (Cairncross Dock), constructed by Queensland’s Main
Roads Commission and the Department of Harbours and Marine, is a dry dock located on
the Brisbane River at Morningside. A major Allied Works Council  project undertaken in
Queensland during World War II, Cairncross Dock is important in demonstrating the front-
line location of  Queensland in  the South West  Pacific  theatre during the war,  and the
regional importance of Brisbane as an Allied naval base. Cairncross Dock continued in use
for commercial ship repairs post-war, with an upgrade of its surrounding complex between
1969-72, before its closure by the Queensland Government in 1987. It was reopened by
private operators in 1995, and finally closed in 2014. 
The immediate reason for the construction of Cairncross Dock was World War II (WWII), but
it also resulted from the development of the port of Brisbane. After the former Moreton Bay
Penal settlement was opened to ‘free settlement’ in 1842, Brisbane became a Port of Entry
(with customs officials) in 1846. Early commercial wharves were situated at South Brisbane
and along the Town Reach, but only small vessels could access these wharves until the
Brisbane River was dredged in the 1860s and 1870s.[1] South Brisbane Graving Dock
[QHR600301] was constructed 1876-81.[2] 
Brisbane’s wharves were gradually relocated downstream to maintain sufficient river depth
for ever-larger vessels, as iron steamers replaced sailing ships in Australian waters.[3] New
wharves were constructed at New Farm, Teneriffe and Newstead from the early 1900s; and
in the 1920s-30s the Queensland Government  built  the Howard Smith Wharves [QHR
601781] at Petrie Bight,  cold stores and reinforced concrete wharves at Hamilton, and
railway wharves at Pinkenba.[4] 
By the 1930s, the Queensland Government was also under pressure to build a new graving
dock, as South Brisbane Dry Dock was insufficient to repair larger vessels and there were
concerns  Brisbane  was  losing  ship  repair  business  to  other  states.[5]  In  1935,  the
Queensland Premier, William Forgan Smith, responded that a new graving dock ‘was not
regarded at present as a proposition which would earn an adequate return on the capital
expenditure involved.’[6] 
The threat of war in the late 1930s improved the prospects for a new Brisbane graving dock.
In June 1939, Sir Leopold Savile, the designer of the King George VI graving dock (1938) at
Britain’s  Singapore  naval  base,  arrived  in  Australia  at  the  request  of  the  Australian
Government, to inspect potential sites for a battleship-sized graving dock. Savile inspected
several sites on the Brisbane River in July 1939. Although he selected a site in Sydney, two
sites on the Brisbane River were deemed suitable for a cruiser-sized graving dock: one of
these was Cairncross Rocks.[7] 
Named after Brisbane businessman William Cairncross (c1813-1896), Cairncross Rocks is a
formation of sandstone along the south bank of the Brisbane River, stretching eastwards
from the  northern  end of  Thynne Road,  Morningside.[8] It  has  been reported that  the
traditional  owners  of  the  land,  the  Turrbal  and  Jagera  peoples,  used  this  area  as  a
corroboree ground.[9] 
The  northern  part  of  portion  27,  which  included most  of  Cairncross  Rocks,  had  been
obtained as a riverside park by Brisbane City Council (BCC) in 1936.[10] Although the BCC
park and land nearby was proposed for resumption for a graving dock in 1939, and the site
was mapped for a possible shipbuilding yard in 1940, the construction of Cairncross Dock
did not eventuate until WWII came much closer to Australia.[11] 
In December 1941, the United States of America (USA) entered the war after Pearl Harbour
was attacked by Japanese forces, which also attacked Thailand, the Philippines, the British
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colony of Malaya, and the Netherlands East Indies (NEI, now Indonesia). Singapore was
captured by Japanese forces in February 1942. Japanese air raids also occurred at Darwin
in February; and Broome, in Western Australia, in March 1942.[12] 
As a result of these events, Brisbane became a major Allied headquarters, supply base and
staging point for the war in the South West Pacific after the first United States (US) forces
arrived in late December 1941. US naval activities in Brisbane began in April 1942, when the
tender  USS Griffin  and her  company of  submarines  tied  up  at  New Farm Wharf,  and
Brisbane later became the largest WWII US naval base in Australia. The Royal Australian
Navy (RAN) had a stores depot at New Farm, and also developed a Fairmile (patrol boat)
base at Colmslie. The General Headquarters of General Douglas MacArthur, Supreme
Commander, South West Pacific Area, were located at the AMP building [QHR 600147] in
the Brisbane CBD from July 1942, while the Advanced Land Headquarters of General Sir
Thomas  Blamey,  Commander  Allied  Land  Forces,  were  housed  at  the  University  of
Queensland, St Lucia [QHR 601025].[13] 
The capture of Singapore, with the loss of its dry dock facilities, and the urgent need to
repair Allied naval ships damaged in combat with Japanese forces, gave the Queensland
Government an opportunity to build a new dry dock, as ‘the exigencies of war necessitated
… at the earliest possible date … major docking facilities in Brisbane at a time when the
capital city of Queensland was considered to be in the front line of the Pacific War’.[14] 
On 20 February 1942, John Robert Kemp, Queensland’s Commissioner of Main Roads, Co-
Ordinator General of Public Works, and Chairman of the Stanley River Works Board (the
constructing authority for the Somerset Dam), met a representative of Evans Deakin and Co.
Ltd, shipbuilders, regarding naval repair facilities in Brisbane. They agreed that a larger
graving dock was required.  Kemp approached Premier  Forgan Smith  on 26 February,
recommending that the latter approach the Commonwealth for financial assistance. The
Premier agreed, and wrote to the Australian Prime Minister, John Curtin, on 26 March 1942.
Curtin’s confirmation of the Commonwealth War Cabinet’s approval (and its agreement to
fund half of the estimated cost of £700,000), was received in Brisbane on 16 August 1942.
The Commonwealth eventually contributed £425,000.[15] 
The Queensland Government proceeded with its plans for the graving dock before receiving
Commonwealth approval. The site at Cairncross Rocks was examined for its suitability in
late February and March 1942.[16] On 15 May 1942, Kemp proposed that the work be
controlled by a board of engineers, who would report to him and consult with the RAN. The
board consisted of William Hogarth Robertson Nimmo, Chief Engineer of the Stanley River
Works  Board,  as  chairman  and  engineer  responsible  for  design;  Lionel  James  Price,
Assistant Deputy Director-General of Allied Works, Queensland, and Chief Engineer for the
BCC; WT Evans, Engineer, and David Fison, Consulting Engineer, both of the Department
of Harbours and Marine (DH&M); Clifford Mason Calder of the Main Roads Commission
(MRC) as Construction Engineer; GW Watson, Deputy Co-ordinator General; and Neil Smith
as secretary.[17] 
Kemp was authorised to begin work on Cairncross Dock by an Order in Council  on 17
August 1942, on land which was resumed that September.[18] The official date of work
commencing, after equipment had been assembled, was 1 September 1942.[19] 
The chief constructional authorities were Queensland’s MRC and the DH&M, although the
workforce operated under the Civil Constructional Corps (CCC), which was formed in April
1942 to  provide  labour  for  Allied  Works  Council  (AWC) projects.  The AWC had been
established on 26 February 1942, and Cairncross Dock became an AWC project when the
Commonwealth decided to subsidise its construction.[20] The graving dock was a high
priority project, and ‘was built in record time during a period of unprecedented war strain’.[21] 
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Excavation work was initially carried out with tractors, scoops and bulldozers – which were
soon reallocated for military projects elsewhere – and later with power shovels.[22] The
graving dock was built  by men drawn from the MRC, BCC, and the Stanley River Dam
project, who worked in three shifts over a 24-hour day, six days a week, during excavation.
Dredging of  the  approach to  the  graving dock was undertaken by  the DH&M. Around
350,000 cubic yards (267,594m3) of  material,  mostly  sandstone,  was removed for  the
graving dock by June 1943 and used to reclaim mangrove swampland near the dock site.
The  project  used  around  40,000  cubic  yards  (30,582m3)  of  concrete.  Evans  Deakin
constructed the caisson – a floating steel structure, designed by the DH&M, which could be
flooded with water to seal the entrance of the graving dock – inside the dock.[23] 
Cairncross Dock was built to accommodate a merchant vessel of 244m length, 25m beam
(width) and 9.8m draught (depth); or an aircraft carrier of 235m, with room to remove its
propeller.[24] It was designed with two sills (positions where the caisson would rest). There
was 248m of clear length between the caisson, when it was in the inner sill, to the end of the
dock  at  keel  block  level.  This  was  extended  by  15m  with  the  caisson  in  the  outer
(emergency) sill, providing a maximum clear length of 263m. The two sills, and the keel
blocks on which ships would rest when the dock was emptied of water, were at 9.1m below
datum (mean height of low water spring tides), while the floor of the dock was 10.4m below
datum. The copings (the top of the walls of the dock) were 5.2m above datum. At the sill and
keel block level, the dock was 33.5m wide; while the width between the copings was 37m
through the entrance.[25] 
The entrance structure (accommodating the two sills and filling sluices on either side) and
the dock’s walls near the emptying culvert were reinforced concrete. The rest of the walls
were left as the cut sandstone, with some sections covered with ‘gunite’ (a thin layer of
sprayed concrete,  later  called shotcrete).  The sandstone dock shell  was reinforced by
concrete piers at 6m intervals within the dock. Four ‘altars’ were formed into the reinforced
concrete walls and piers at various heights, which could support timber planks to form
gangways.[26] 
The emptying culvert, under the concrete floor of the dock, led to a circular pump well, 14m
in diameter, located north of the dock, and from there to the river. The pump well equipment
included a 30-inch (76cm) centrifugal pump, driven by a steam engine supplied by four
boilers in a boiler house located next to the pump well.[27] When not in use, the caisson was
berthed in a recess in the breast wharf (a wharf to assist ships to enter or leave the dock)
designed and constructed by the DH&M and located along the river bank west of the dock’s
entrance. Two 3-ton mobile cranes were provided on either side of the dock, which ran along
tramway tracks, along with one 40-ton stiff-legged crane, on the south side of the dock’s
entrance.[28] Ancillary buildings were also constructed to support the operation of the dry
dock, and included offices, workshops, store sheds and facilities for dock workers and ships’
crews.[29] 
Water was first admitted into the completed graving dock on 1 March 1944, by Queensland
Premier Frank Arthur Cooper.[30] The graving dock was first used by ships on 22 June
1944, within 22 months after construction had officially begun, when three DH&M vessels,
the Remora, Dugong, and Seal, entered the dock. Queensland’s Governor, Sir Leslie Orme
Wilson, officially opened Cairncross Dock on 16 September 1944, when it was reported that
the dock could accommodate any vessel that could navigate the Brisbane River.[31] 
When built, at a cost of £1,100,000 Cairncross Dock was the fourth most expensive single
project undertaken by the AWC in Queensland during WWII. The Inland Defence Road from
Ipswich to Townsville had by then cost £1,750,000; the Garbutt Airfield in Townsville had
cost £1,600,000, and the Mt Isa—Tennant Creek Road had cost £1,250,000.[32] Later
figures include a total cost of the graving dock, to 30 June 1945, of £1,070,476; and to June
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1948, of £1,229,584.[33] It was Australia’s largest graving dock, and the largest used by the
Allies in the Southern Hemisphere, until the March 1945 completion of the larger Sydney
Graving Dock (known in 2023 as the Captain Cook Graving Dock).[34] 
Brisbane’s new graving dock was celebrated as a technical achievement. In 1943 the AWC
reported that  ‘Structural  engineers  claim that  the dock site  is  possibly  the best  so far
selected anywhere in the world … based on the fact that the site is composed of soft but
extremely watertight sandstone, thus necessitating the [reinforced] concrete lining of a very
small area of the dock walls’.[35] The Architectural & Building Journal of Queensland also
commented in 1944 that ‘construction time was saved when it was found that [concreting the
whole basin] could be avoided by “gunite” spraying–reinforcing the rock face with sand and
cement under pressure’.[36] A 1945 AWC report noted the construction time of less than two
years  and  stated  that  ‘for  a  dock  of  its  size,  this  is  probably  a  record  in  dock
construction’.[37] The Cairncross Dock also caught the attention of journals in the UK and
USA.[38] 
The dry dock’s wartime strategic value was also recognised. Australia’s Minister for the
Navy, Norman Makin, stated that ‘[previously] Australia had not possessed docking facilities
of any magnitude on the Australian coast north of Sydney, but the new dock would provide
magnificent repair facilities … The value of a navy depended very largely on the availability
of bases and [the new dock] … so far north, is one of extreme importance to Australia’.[39] 
After its opening, Cairncross Dock remained the property of Queensland and was operated
by the Queensland Government (DH&M).[40] From June 1944 to 31 May 1946, Cairncross
Dock was used to work on two British aircraft carriers, the HMS Unicorn and HMS Slinger,
plus another 126 vessels,  including merchant ships and armed merchantmen, tankers,
destroyers, and submarines.[41] 
In the post-war years, despite the hopes of the Queensland Government, the Cairncross
Dock was not commercially successful.[42] In September 1946, no work was occurring, and
the Queensland Government denied accusations it was planning to sell the dock.[43] By
1948, oil tankers and some Port Line vessels were using the dock, as Brisbane was by then
the terminal port for many overseas shipping lines. The passenger vessel Kanimbla used
Cairncross Dock after grounding near Caloundra in June 1952, and its long stay helped
make the dock profitable (for the first time) for the 1952-53 year. However, most vessels
were only inside the dock for cleaning and painting of their hulls, whereas Cairncross Dock
was only profitable when used for major repairs and overhauls.[44] 
There were some upgrades to the facility in the early 1960s. The steam-driven pump was
replaced with two electric pumps, which halved the dewatering time of the dock to four
hours, and a new toilet and shower block was built for ships crews in 1964. A number of
vessels were in dock in the late 1960s for extensive repairs, which resulted in a profit for the
1966-67 year. [45]  
The continued evolution of the port led to an upgrade of Cairncross Dock. The Hamilton
Wharf,  on  the  opposite  side  of  the  river  from Cairncross  Dock,  became  the  heart  of
Brisbane’s wharfage after WWII.[46] In the 1960s, new container facilities were built there
and at Newstead, reflecting changes in cargo handling.[47] The Queensland Government
also helped fund the Frank Nicklin graving dock (1967) at Evans Deakin at Kangaroo Point,
to promote the local shipbuilding industry.[48] 
The growing size of ships visiting Queensland, and the low clearance of the new Captain
Cook Bridge at Gardens Point (proposed in 1965), contributed to a decision to close South
Brisbane Dry Dock.[49] In order to investigate future needs for ship repair and dry docking in
the Port  of  Brisbane,  in  1965 the Queensland Government  commissioned a report  by
Consulting Engineers firm Sir William Halcrow and Partners, London. After the firm’s August
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1966  report,  the  Queensland  Cabinet  approved  expenditure  to  create  a  complex  at
Cairncross Dock capable of docking the largest bulk carriers then operated by Australian-
owned companies. Work commenced in 1969, and Premier Joh Bjelke-Petersen formally
opened the complex on 21 April 1972, although some upgrade work was not completed.[50] 
The revitalised Cairncross Dock, now capable of taking vessels of up to 80,000 deadweight
tons (DWT),[51] included new cranes; a double-sided 305m long four-berth fitting-out wharf;
a slipway for smaller vessels, to take over the work done at South Brisbane Dry Dock; and
new workshops, amenities, canteen, and administration buildings for the DH&M east of the
graving dock. Private ship repair contractors leased land for their own workshops, north of
the DH&M workshops.  All  the 1940s buildings on the north  side of  the dry  dock were
removed; the building over the pump well was replaced at this time, and an air compressor
building was constructed beside the chimney stack of the demolished boiler house.[52] 
South  Brisbane  Dry  Dock  closed  in  September  1972,  when  the  new slipway  became
operational at Cairncross Dock, and the South Brisbane workforce and equipment were
transferred there.[53] 
However, the redevelopment of Cairncross Dock was not successful in making it profitable.
By 1972, work was decreasing, and the average size of ships docked was also falling,
partially due to large ship owners’ fears of industrial action. The bulk carrier Clutha Capricorn
was locked in the dock for 39.5 days in 1974 due to an industrial dispute. High inflation, and
resulting cost increases, also affected use of the dock.[54] 
Ownership of Cairncross Dock was transferred from the DH&M to the Port of Brisbane
Authority  in  December  1976,  but  continued  economic  losses  meant  the  Queensland
Government closed the dock in late 1987.[55] The 1940s breast wharf was demolished
between 1991 and 1994, and most of the remaining 1940s buildings south and southwest of
the graving dock were demolished by 1994, leaving only the former store and machine shop
south of the west end of the dry dock.[56] 
On 3 August 1995, Cairncross Dock re-opened as Keppel Cairncross Shipyard Limited, after
Keppel Cairncross Drydock Australia Ltd signed an agreement to lease Cairncross Dock
from the Port of Brisbane Authority in March 1994. The project aimed to establish a 24-hour
integrated marine ship-repair and refurbishment facility, with a ‘Panamax’ width dry dock,
targeted at the international commercial shipping industry.[57] 
The engineering significance of Cairncross Dock was recognised when the place, classified
as  a  ‘Historic  Engineering  Marker’  was  added to  the  Australian  Engineering  Heritage
Register  maintained  by  the  Institution  of  Engineers,  Australia  (Engineers  Australia).
Engineers Australia mounted a plaque (not extant) on the wall of the pump well building, at
the reopening ceremony in 1995.[58] 
The engineering firm Forgacs purchased Cairncross Dock c1999-2000 and used it for both
commercial and naval ship repairs until permanently closing the complex in 2014, blaming a
high Australian dollar and cheaper costs in Asian shipyards.[59] The slipway had been sold
in 2011.[60] 
In 2017 ownership of Cairncross Dock was transferred to Bulimba East Development Pty
Ltd.[61] Subsequently, the last two 1940s buildings south of the dry dock, the early 1960s
toilet block north of the dry dock, and the 1969-72 workshops and administration buildings
east of the dry dock, were removed for the site’s future redevelopment. 
In 2023, Cairncross Graving Dock is unused and, while its large site is mostly cleared of
features, it retains the dry dock (1944, flooded with its caisson moored at its eastern end),
pump well  (1944), and boiler house chimney (1944). It  remains the largest dry dock in
Queensland, and the second largest dry dock in Australia. 
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Description  
Cairncross Graving Dock (1944) is a large dry dock on the Brisbane River at Morningside,
approximately 10km downstream from the CBD. The large site is primarily open and flat,
having been cleared of most other structures. The layout of the site reflects the original
processes of  dry dock operations on the site with the retained features illustrating the
process of ship docking, and dock emptying and flooding via a steam-driven pump. The
graving dock is located at the northern edge of the site, adjacent to a deep-water channel in
the river. It is long and narrow, oriented lengthways northwest to southeast, with its opening
(sill end) at its north-western end, facing upstream. Surrounding the graving dock is a dock
yard, an open space, originally accommodating dock buildings, for working and moving
materials, parts and equipment around the dock. In the dock yard between the river and the
northern side of the graving dock stands a former boiler house chimney (1944) and an
adjacent pump well (1944). Travelling crane tram tracks (1944) run through the dock yard
along both long sides of the graving dock. All other structures and features are not of State
level cultural heritage significance. 
Cut into a sandstone formation at the riverbank, the graving dock is rectangular in plan, and
rounded at its south-eastern end. 263m long, 33.5m wide and 15.6m deep. It is highly intact.
The graving dock consists of a concrete wall and sill structure at its opening (a structure to
hold the dock’s caisson), a caisson (a vessel which closes the dry dock to the river when
sunk, allowing the dry dock to be emptied), and a main graving dock basin excavated from
sandstone.  
The concrete walls of the sill structure have flooding culverts and internal stairs to access the
bottom of the dock. The structure has two sill positions for the caisson, one at the outer edge
and another approximately 15 metres inside the dock. The Caisson is constructed of welded
steel and has a walkway along its top which bridges the graving dock’s open end when
placed in one of the sills. In 2023 it is moored at the south-eastern end of the flooded dock. 
The walls of the main basin are bare sandstone, sprayed over in some areas with concrete
gunite. Concrete piers are regularly spaced along the length of the dock and are stepped in
profile to support timber gangways and services. Some concrete walls of a similar profile to
the piers are located along each side of the dock and feature altars (platforms formed into
the walls), access stairs, and niches for ladders. The dock’s floor is concrete with channels
around its perimeter connected to an underground culvert  for draining the dock, which
connects to the pump well, and from there discharges into the river. 
At the level of the surrounding dock yard, the edges of the graving dock are paved with
concrete on all sides. Mooring bollards are located around the dock yard on all sides of the
graving dock. Crane tramway tracks line both long sides of the dock (partially buried on the
southern side), converging at the south-eastern end into a single track. The tracks have
been extended (1972), which is not of State level cultural heritage significance. 
Since its construction, Cairncross Graving Dock has undergone several changes which
include upgrade of its caisson (c1994, reconfiguration of its top half), replacement of timber
gangways and coping with concrete versions, removal of keel blocks, removal of timber
stairs, additional excavation of portions of its wall, partial demolition of one concrete pier,
and metal reinforcement of some piers. 
Features of Cairncross Graving Dock of state level cultural heritage significance include: 

Process driven layout of the site and its significant features:
Graving Dock (1944): 

650279
Cairncross Graving Dock

Assessment of significance

Prepared by Heritage, Department of Environment and Science_02-Feb-2023 9



●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

location, orientation and shape;
sandstone walls with some sections of sprayed concrete;
concrete piers with stepped profile;
concrete walls, some with stairs or supports for ladders;
concrete floor slab with drainage channels around perimeter and bilge altars;
cast in-situ concrete walls and sill structure with inner and outer caisson sills;
filling culverts including their shut off gates and access shafts;
emptying culvert to pump well, and outlet in river;
internal and external staircases with original metal pipe handrails;
caisson;

Dock Yard: 
open, flat area surrounding dry dock;
travelling crane tramway (1944 extents), both long sides of dry dock, converging at
south-eastern end;
original metal mooring bollards - short bollards at sill end and tall along both sides;

Former Boiler house Chimney (1944): 
rendered brick chimney stack with fluted detail to top;
square rendered brick podium and its metal doors;

Concrete Pump Well (1944). 
Features of the Cairncross Graving Dock not of State level cultural heritage significance: 

air compressor building (1972);
pump house building (1972), later concrete linings, and modern pump well equipment
including safety railings, gantry crane, pumps, and ladders;
paint locker building (1972);
travelling crane tower and tram tracks (by 1986) along south west side of dry dock;
cranes at southeastern end of dry dock
non-original tram track extension at south-eastern end (1972)
concrete coping and gangways;
non-original metal pipe railings;
non-original services, pipes, and conduit;
metal stairs between dock yard and altar;
metal reinforcing structures to dry dock walls. 
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Illustrations 

Figure 3: Graving dock viewed from north-west (Queensland Government, 2022)

Figure 4: Graving dock opening viewed from north-west (Queensland Government, 2022)
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Figure 5: Graving dock sill end viewed from south (Queensland Government, 2022)

Figure 6: Graving dock looking towards its head/eastern end (Queensland Government, 2022)
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Figure 7: Caisson moored at graving dock head (Queensland Government, 2022)

Figure 8: Former boilerhouse chimney viewed from southeast
(Queensland Government, 2022)

Figure 9: Northeast side of graving dock (Queensland
Government, 2022)
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Figure 10: Pump well (Queensland Government, 2022)

Figure 11: Eastern end of travelling crane tramway (Queensland Government, 2022)
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Plans 

Figure 12: Site Plan (Queensland Government, 2023)
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Proposed heritage register boundary  
The  heritage  register  boundary  contains  parts  of  Lot  2  RP863808  (including  part  of
easement B SP128034) and Lot 994 SP184575. The boundary is offset 40m from the edge
of the dry dock for its northeast and southwest extents; is offset 85m from the end of the dry
dock  for  its  southeast  extent;  and  follows  the  boundary  of  Lot  994  SP184575  for  its
northwest and north extents, projecting 20m at the eastern end of the north extent to include
the outlet, then returning perpendicular for 20m to intersect with the northeast extent.  

Figure 13: Heritage Register Boundary (Queensland Government, 2023)
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but the slipway was not commissioned until September 1972. By June 1973, four new 5-ton
dockside loco-cranes were in operation, but a 51 ton dockside crane and a 30 ton fitting out
wharf crane still had to be purchased. By June 1976, $9,000,000 had been spent on the
project (Davenport, Harbours and Marine, p.726).  
[51] Cairncross graving dock complex, Brisbane, Port of Brisbane Authority,  1972, p.5.
Deadweight tonnage refers to the total carrying capacity of a ship, including cargo, fuel, crew
etc; as opposed to Gross tonnage (GT), or the measure of a ship's overall internal volume.
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Displacement tonnage is the total weight of the ship and its contents. 
[52] Davenport, Harbours and Marine, pp.723-5; Cairncross graving dock complex, pp.3, 5,
6; Resources, aerial photograph QAP2758363, 29 Jan 1974. By June 1970, contracts had
been let for the wharf and slipway (to John Holland (Queensland) Pty Ltd) and industrial
buildings (R&N Statham Ltd).  By late 1970 the Australasian Steam Navigation (AUSN)
Australia Pty Ltd had commenced operations in their new workshops in a leased area (Lot
888). Most of the WWII buildings south and southwest of the dock were retained, although
the sheds and stores buildings along the original southern boundary of the dock site were
demolished when the dock site was extended further south. The complex included new
compressors; new power, water, air and sewerage services; and the caisson was repaired
by workers at South Brisbane Dry Dock. 
[53] QHR 600301 ‘South Brisbane Dry Dock’; Jones and Nunan, More than a Haircut and
Shave, p.150. Very few of the painters and dockers transferred, as they did not have cars to
get to work at the new location, but most of the shipwrights and ‘quite a few’ of the fitters and
turners transferred to Cairncross (Ken Broadfoot, Dockmaster, cited by Jones and Nunan, 
More than a Haircut and Shave, p.150). One of the workers who transferred from the ‘little
dock’ to the ‘big dock’ was shipwright Frank White. Following his transfer to Cairncross
Dock, he recorded the names of ships using the dock. His figures, which may not include
every vessel, are: 1973 (incomplete diary), 15 vessels; 1974, 63; 1975, 52; 1976, 45; 1977,
54; and 1978, 48 (a total of 277 vessels). Vessel types mentioned included tankers, bulk
carriers, cargo and passenger ships, plus dredges, punts and tugs (Diaries of Frank White,
private collection). 
[54] Davenport, Harbours and Marine, pp.725-6; ‘Heritage Panel Cairncross Dock Plaquing
Proposal (Historic Engineering Marker)’, p.4. Davenport states that ‘It is evident that the
most crucial factor affecting an owner’s decision to dock a vessel at Cairncross was the
likely occurrence of industrial disputes’ (p.725).  
[55] Davenport, Harbours and Marine, p.726; ‘Workers fight for Cairncross dock’, Tribune 
(Sydney), 12 Aug 1987, p.4. The Queensland Cabinet decided that the Port of Brisbane
Authority should advertise for proposals for future use of the dock, and that freeholding of
the 48.15ha of land surrounding the dock to the Authority should occur – prior to sale or
leasing of the land to offset the dock’s debts. Since December 1976 it had lost $11,800,000
and owed $6,000,000 in loans. (Cabinet Minute, Brisbane 14 Sep 1987, Decision No.52474
‘Department of Harbours and Marine – Cairncross Dockyard’ and attached ‘For Cabinet:
Department of Harbours and Marine Cairncross Dockyard’, Department of Harbours and
Marine, 10 Sep 1987; ‘Port of Brisbane Authority: Cairncross Dock Schedule 1’ (list of land);
and ‘Port of Brisbane Authority Cairncross Lands’ (plan of land)). The slipway was closed by
the Port of Brisbane Authority in 1991 (‘Cairncross Dockyard (Australia) Pty Ltd Business
Plan’, Brisbane, Price Waterhouse, Jan 1993, appendix, ‘Cairncross Drydock Technical
Information’). 
[56] Resources, aerial photographs QAP4951076, 14 Jun 1991, and QAP5332162, 3 Nov
1994.  United  Ship  Repair  Services  was  still  leasing  part  of  the  site  (portion  888)  at
Cairncross for its workshops in 1993 (‘Cairncross Dockyard (Australia) Pty Ltd Business
Plan’, Appendix, ‘Cairncross Drydock Technical Information’). With the closure of Cairncross
Dock, the only dry docks in Australia dedicated to commercial ship repair in the early 1990s
were floating dry docks in Newcastle, NSW (of 45,000 DWT capacity),  and Melbourne,
Victoria (8,000 DWT) (‘Cairncross Dockyard (Australia) Pty Ltd Business Plan’, pp.20-1).  
[57] Keppel Cairncross Drydock Australia Ltd was a joint venture formed by Singapore-
based public  company Keppel  Corporation Ltd  and Australian shareholders  (Maritime
Engineering (1994) Pty Lt, a subsidiary of Keppel Cairncross Drydock Australia Ltd, News
Release  Apr  1994,  ‘Drydock  to  be  revitalised’,  22  Mar  1994,  and  ‘Keppel  Cairncross
Shipyard Ltd Inauguration,  Thursday August 3,  1995, Program of events’,  in ‘Plaquing
Program, Historic Engineering Marker, Cairncross Dock’).  By 1994, the dock’s claimed
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capacity  was 85,000 DWT. ‘Panamax’  refers  to  vessels  designed to  pass through the
Panama Canal. It is likely that changes to the caisson were made around this time (Brisbane
City Council Library image BCC-DVD5-29, Cairncross Dry Dock, Morningside, 1989, 21 Jul
1989; Resources, aerial photograph QAP5500064, 25 May 1998). The 1989 photograph
shows the caisson in an earlier form, while it appears in its current form in the 1998 aerial
photograph. 
[58] ‘Record of plaquing ceremony’, in ‘Plaquing Program, Historic Engineering Marker,
Cairncross  Dock’.  Historic  Engineering  Markers  were  renamed ‘Engineering  Heritage
Markers’ from 2009. Other levels of marker on the register in 2023 include ‘Engineering
Heritage  National  Marker’  and  ‘Engineering  Heritage  International  Marker’  (Guide  to
Engineering Heritage Recognition Program’, Engineers Australia 2012). 
[59] ‘Forgacs to close Brisbane ship maintenance operations’,  Manufacturers’  Monthly,
Melbourne, Jul 2014; ‘Engineering firm Forgacs to close Brisbane dock, with resulting job
losses’, ABC Premium News, 2 Jul 2014. 
[60] Resources, Certificate of Title 50828801, 2010 (slipway sold to Brisbane Port Holdings
2011). In 2023 the slipway is operated by Austal Australia. 
[61] Resources, Certificate of Title 18752156, 1994 (Lot 2 RP863808 (14.35ha) transferred
from Brisbane Port Authority to Bulimba East Development Pty Ltd, Oct 2017).  
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