
 

 

 



 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

WAR IN PORT PHILLIP 
 
 

The Story of the Capture of S.S. Pfalz and  

History of 6” F 1 Gun Carriage No.A2606 Barrel Nos 1489 and 1317. 
Compiled from papers and letters in the possession of  

the late A. M. Robertson. 
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The Nordeutscher-Lloyd steamer Pfalz, first command of Capt. W. 
Kuhiken berthed at No. 2 Victoria Dock on Friday 31st. July, 1914, on 

her maiden voyage. From her sharp straight bows and her single tail 
funnel, to the red, white and black of the German ensign on her 

jackstaff, she was a lovely ship of just over 6,500 tons. Her engines 
could drive her at a steady 13 knots, though at lower speeds she 
burned much less coal. She was due to sail for Sydney on Tuesday 

4th. August and was bunkered for only a short run, presumably 
because coal was cheaper in Sydney than in Melbourne. 
 

The Federal Government, which met in Melbourne in those  days, 
knowing that war was imminent, had given orders to the army and the 

navy that German ships must not be allowed to sail. However nothing 
positive could be done until war was actually declared. Lieut. Colonel 
Sandford, commanding the fort at Queenscliff had his orders and 

passed them on to Lieutenant Morris who commanded the guns at 
Point Nepean. The officer commanding the s.s.  Alvina, a small 

steamer on special duty of Portsea, also had his orders. 
 
Capt. Kuhiken was well aware of the position but could not make a 

run for it with his bunkers low. By Monday 3rd. August his moment of 
decision had arrived – if the war should start before he got clear to 
sea, his ship would be seized by the Royal Australian Navy and he had 

only enough coal to get him to Sydney. He made the decision to delay 
his departure scheduled for 4th. August and, instead, load 200 tons of 

bunker coal which would be more than enough to take him to South 
America and safety. 
 

On the morning of Wednesday 5th. August the sun rose at 7.16 a.m. 
and by 7.45 the Pfalz, in charge of Pilot M. Robinson of Williamstown 
was heading out from the docks astern of a busy little tug boat. Only 

an hour and three quarters of peace remained to the world but those 
on board Pfalz could not know this – they hoped for more time. War 

officially commenced at midnight Berlin time, corresponding to 11.30 
Greenwich mean time of 4th. August. Pfalz had steamed out of the 
Yarra, into Hobson’s Bay and was steaming down the South Channel 

before War was declared. 
 

Capt. Kuhiken rang the engine room to telegraph for “half-speed 
ahead”. He would dearly have loved to order full speed, but that would 
burn too much coal, and he still hoped for time. Mornington was left 

on the port quarter and the ship turned to starboard round the Hovell 
Light to begin the last stretch of the run to the Heads. The old South 
Channel Fort was abeam and Mud Island loomed on the starboard 

bow, when a trim little steamer, the Alvina, flying the White Ensign 
approached. A shouted order “I am coming aboard” was heard. The 

Captain, surely thinking that this was the end of his flight to safety, 
rang the engines to “stop” and a ladder was dropped from the ship’s 
rail. An officer and two seamen climbing aboard, headed for the ship’s 
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bridge and requested their papers for examination. Apparently the 
naval party on the Alvina did not know that War had commenced 

because Pfalz was cleared soon afterwards and steamed towards the 
Heads. Some German officials now joined Capt. Kuhiken on the bridge 

and joined in his short lived moment of triumph. 
 
Lieut. Colonel Sandford, from Queenscliff, had been in touch with the 

Government by telephone. His orders were precise. “Pfalz must be 
stopped or sunk”. This was transmitted to Lieut. Morris at Fort 
Nepean for action; he then ordered his signalmen to hoist a flag signal 

from the tall mast close by. From one end of the yard flags spelled out 
the ship’s name – from the other hung the ominous order “Heave to or 

be sunk”. The gun crews took station at their guns. 
 
The 6” Mark 7 naval gun F1 was loaded with a full charge of 123 lbs. 

cordite and 100 lbs. projectile. On the Pfalz, if anyone saw the signals, 
no notice was taken. However the roar of a 6-inch gun at close range 

and the scream of the shell across the bows at such an angle that the 
missile struck the sea at the ship’s side drew Pilot Robinson’s 
attention to the signal flying on the high mast ashore on Point 

Nepean. He rang for “full speed astern” to check the ship’s way. 
Captain. Kuhiken immediately rang the telegraph “Full speed ahead” 
and a struggle took place for control of the telegraph. Pilot Robinson’s 

authority prevailed and Pfalz was hastily turned raising a fountain of 
spray which fell around and on her and was taken back to the 

Examination anchorage, Portsea, where a naval party took her in 
charge. 
 

There is speculation that German secret codes were captured on the 
Pfalz and that the struggle on the bridge was, not to gain possession 
of the telegraph, but to prevent Capt. Kuhiken from obtaining and 

destroying these codes. However official history states that these codes 
were taken from the German-Australian liner Hobart on 11th. August 

as she entered the Heads in ignorance of the state of war. They 
certainly contained information which may have vitally affected the 
battle of the Falkland Islands. 

 
This shot was the first fired at the enemy by any British Forces in 

World War I and it was also the only shot fired at the enemy from the 
forts at Port Phillip Heads. Also, apart from the little incident at 
Broken Hill, when two Turks hoisted their flag over an ice-cream cart 

and started a war of their own, it was the only short fired at the 
enemy on Australian territory in World War IF. 
 

Capt. Kuhiken and his crew, all German Naval Reserves were 
interned. The vessel itself was found to be carrying warlike stores to 

the value of £90,000. Its deck plates had been drilled to receive 4 inch 
guns stored in the hold. There is no doubt it was intended to become a 
merchant raider probably working in the Pacific in conjunction with 
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the Emden. After refitting at Williamstown her name was changed to 
Boorara. She joined the first convoy at Albany W.A., carrying 114 

troops and 387 horses. She survived three major collisions, was twice 
torpedoed in the engine room and finally became a unit of the 

Commonwealth Government Line in June 1919. 
 
The Official History of  Australia at War of 1914-18 (Vol. XI page 36) 

shows that correct diplomatic procedure was observed and readiness 
by the garrison resulted in the capture of a valuable prize of war. A 
significant feature was the immediate response by Australia to her 

commitments to the British Commonwealth as minutes only had 
elapsed since the declaration of war. 

 
A documentary T.V. series of many months duration showed, in the 
final episode, the remarkable sight of 100 soldiers with hands locked, 

pull the lanyard which fired the last shot of the war on the 11th. 
November 1918. It is strange that Australia, so remote form the 

battlefields of France, should have fired the first shot of the war. 
 
Fantastic as it may seem, the same gun F1 of Point Nepean Battery 

was later to fire the first shot in World War II. The official gun log 
shows that at 1.50 a.m. on the 4th. September, 1939, a small Bass 
Strait freighter, the Woniora, attempted to enter the Heads without 

acknowledging the recognition signal. A well directed 100 lb. shell 
caused her to swiftly establish her identity. It is true that this shot 

fired from barrel 1317 on the day of Australia’s declaration of World 
War II, the 4th. September, 1939, was not as significant as the shot 
from the same gun 25 years earlier. However, as the garrison was on 

direct orders to prevent any vessel from scuttling itself in the entrance 
of Port Phillip Bay, this shot was fired in “anger” to prevent a risk of 
enemy attempts at this manoeuvre. 

 
In 1948, at Point Nepean, many guns which had become outmoded 

were removed and eventually some were sold for scrap. Owing to the 
fact that the original Log Book of 1317 and 1489 had been misplaced, 
no significance was attached to them. However shortly afterwards, a 

search was started to locate them. The numbers of the barrels were 
established and this helped to simplify the search. No. 1317 was 

found in a scrap yard. Earlier it had been carefully coated with grease 
by the Army and consequently was in good condition. Due to the co-
operation of the owner, Mr. Dawson of Stern Industries of Brooklyn, 

Victoria, this barrel was returned to its original home and was 
mounted at the O.C.S. Portsea. Barrel Number 1489 had been 
carefully preserved and was mounted at Port Wakefield Proof and 

Experimental Range, South Australia. Port Wakefield reluctantly 
released the gun and it was returned to Victoria. Now both are 

mounted, guarding the entrance gates of the Officer Cadet School, 
Point Nepean, as part of an Army Tradition Project and as a Memorial 
to the “Rock Gunners” who in the early days of Fort Nepean, served 
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faithfully, in lonely and isolated conditions, without the amenities now 
enjoyed by both the Officers and Cadets at present established not far 

from the historic Fort Nepean. 
 

It has been claimed that the first British Artillery shell of World War I 
was fired on 22nd. August 1914 from a 13 pounder by Bombardier 
John Watson. The gun itself is in the Imperial War Museum. The 

British claim, however, cannot be accepted in view of the events which 
took place on 5th. August, 1914 at Point Nepean. 
 

The Forts at Point Nepean and elsewhere guarding the entrance to 
Port Phillip Bay, had, since the earliest days of the settlement in 

Victoria, been equipped and manned to resist any invasion by a 
foreign power. At one time they in fact rivalled the famous fortress of 
Gibraltar. Their two moments of glory have been here recorded. 

 
 

Page 4 


