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Building the “HMT Dunera”

Report and photos by Tom Wolf
Any report on the building of HMT Dunera would be incomplete
without knowing about the ship itself.
Tom is one of the founding members of the Sydney Model Shipbuilders Club and he has a special interest in HMT Dunera, as his
late father-in-law was transported in her from Britain, arriving in
Sydney on 6 September 1940 as an "enemy alien".
She was a special purpose troopship completed by Barclay, Curle
of Glasgow in 1937, she was a sister ship of the Dilwarra which
had been completed the year before, Ettrick and the Devonshire
were completed after her.
The ship belonged to the British India Steam Navigation Co. and
was fitted out to be used by its owners to carry large numbers of
troops, but she was also suitable for use as a high class passenger
liner and to carry cargo.
As she was owned by BI but was a chartered troopship, she was given the descriptive title
"HMT" (Hired Military Transport). The HM has nothing to do with “His Majesty”.
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The standard livery of British troopships in 1937 was a white hull with a broad blue stripe and a
buff funnel and there are many photographs of the Dunera in this livery, but for some reason
(possibly to avoid the ship being identified in wartime on the open seas as a troopship), by
1940 the livery was a black and white hull, white superstructure and a buff funnel and photographs taken during WWII establish this to be fact.

The Dunera carried the New Zealand troops
to Egypt in January 1940 (this may have been
the time when her livery was changed) and
then Australian troops from Melbourne in April
1940. These troops fought in the Desert War
against Rommel, they were the “Rats of Tobruk” and fought under Montgomery at El Alamein.
The following photos show Dunera on 4 January 1940 leaving Wellington, New Zealand.
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The next deployment Dunera lent her name to one of the more notorious events of British maritime history. After the fall of France men of German and Austrian origin in Britain were rounded
up as a precaution. The intention had been to segregate those who might pose a risk to security from those who were neutral or who had fled to Britain to escape from Nazism. But in a wave
of xenophobia such distinctions became lost (Churchill’s “bag them all” directive) and they were
all suspected of being German agents, potentially helping to plan the invasion of Britain, and a
decision was made to deport them.
On 10 July 1940, 2,542 detainees, all classified as “enemy aliens”, were embarked onto
Dunera at Liverpool. They included 200 Italian and 251 German prisoners of war, as well as
several dozen Nazi sympathizers, along with 2,036 anti-Nazis, most of them Jewish refugees
aged between 16 and 60 years. In addition to the passengers were 309 poorly trained British
guards, mostly from the Pioneer Corps (mostly soldiers who were not fit for active service), as
well as seven officers and the ship’s crew, creating a total complement of almost twice the
Dunera’s capacity of 1,600 as a troop carrier.
The voyage lasted 57 days. The conditions were appalling. Apart from overcrowding on the
ship with the attendant problems of hygiene and harsh treatment of the passengers by the
guards and the crew members, the journey was also made unpleasant by the fear of torpedo
attacks (it was torpedoed at least twice), the uncertainty of the destination (everyone was told
originally they were going to Canada and the destination of Australia was only realised when
they hit warmer climates), and by tensions between Jewish refugees and Nazi passengers.
The situation on board shocked everyone when the Dunera docked in Darling Harbour, Sydney on 6 September 1940 and the brutality and conduct of the British guards came to be the
subject of a Court Martial set up to deal with the conduct of the officers and soldiers.
A photograph published in the Sydney Morning Herald captioned "Prisoners disembarking from
the Dunera" shows her livery on 6 September 1940.
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The error of the internment of the refugees as "enemy aliens" was realised but not corrected
until after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941 (at least 15 months!), the
prisoners were reclassified as "friendly aliens" and released by the Australian Government.
Hundreds were recruited into the Australian Army (the 8 th Employment Company) and about a
thousand stayed when offered residency at the end of the war. Almost all the rest made their
way back to Britain, many of them joining the armed forces there.
HMT Dunera's next notable services were the Madagascar operations in September 1942, the
Sicily landings in July 1943 and in September 1944, she carried the headquarters staff for the
US 7th Army for the invasion of southern France. After the Japanese surrender in 1945,
Dunera transported occupation forces to Japan.
The photograph on the left
shows the Dunera tied up
in Kure Harbour, Japan in
March 1946, suggesting
that at some time between
1940 and 1946 her livery
was changed once again,
it would appear to be to
drab grey.
In 1950/1951, Dunera
was refitted by Barclay,
Curle to improve her to
postwar troopship specifications, and the standard
livery was reintroduced in
time for her to carry troops
home from the Korean
conflict and to and from
Cyprus at about the time
of the “Suez Crisis”.
The Ministry of Defence terminated Dunera's trooping charter in 1960 and she was refitted by
Palmers Shipbuilding and Iron Company at Hebburn-on-Tyne in early 1961 for her new role as
an educational cruise ship.
In November 1967 she was sold and scrapped at Bilbao.

Builder:
Launched:
In service:
Out of service:
Homeport:
Fate:

HMT DUNERA SPECIFICATIONS

Barclay Curle & Company, Glasgow
10 May 1937
25 August 1937
1967
London
Scrapped - 1967, Bilbao

General characteristics
Class & type:
Troopship, educational cruise ship
Tonnage:
11,161 gross; 6,634 net; 3,819 metric tons deadweight (DWT)
Length:
516 ft 10 in (157.53 m)
Beam:
63 ft 3 in (19.28 m)
Draught:
23 ft 5 in (7.14 m)
Propulsion:
Two five cylinder 2SCSA Doxford-type opposed piston oil engines,
11,880 bhp, twin screws,
Speed:
16 knots
Capacity:
104 First Class, 100 Second Class and 164 Third Class passengers, and
1,157 troops.
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Tom decided to make the model at the scale of 1:350, and to make the model as she was on 6
September 1940, the date when the German and Austrian internees arrived in Sydney.
Fortunately both the Dunera and her sister ships the Dilwara, the Ettrick and the Devonshire
are well documented in the Shipbuilding and Shipping Records for the time of their respective
completion between 1936 and 1939 and relatively detailed plans are readily available.
Tom acknowledges all the research, energy, enthusiasm and effort put into this project by his
friend and fellow members of the Sydney Model Shipbuilders Club, Michael Bennett, who assisted in the research at the Vaughan Evans Library of the Australian National Maritime Museum, Sydney. Tom is truly grateful to Michael for making this project something other than a
pipedream, and gratitude is also expressed to the librarians at the Vaughan Evans Library..
One of the first decisions to be made was whether the models should be depicted as above
the waterline models or full hull models. As the plans available gave sufficient detail below the
waterline, for my model it was decided to build the model as the full hull ship. Whilst the hull is
of a relatively simple shape, there are many recessed and enclosed well decks which need to
be incorporated into the build.
The following photographs will show
the progress of the build, but initially, using the side and front elevations of the plan (which had been
reduced to be a scale of 1:350, a jig
was made for the hull.
By laying the decks one on top of
the other from the keel up as a
sandwich, the jig assisted to make
the hull true to the plans.
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