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ABOUT THE AUSTRALIAN MARINERS’
WELFARE SOCIETY

Following closure of the Sydney Sailors’ Home in 1979,
the Council turned its attention to providing facilities
for retired merchant seafarers.  

In December 1990, Mariners’ Court, offering accom-
modation for 40 residents in comfortable, fully
furnished serviced rooms with private facilities, was
officially opened at Woolloomooloo. However, following
a decline in occupancy, the facility was eventually sold
in 1998. 

This ushered in a new era for the organisation,
which continues actively to serve seafarers today, but in
ways quite different from those envisaged when the
Sydney Sailors’ Home was established. 

In 2002, it reinvented itself as the Australian
Mariners’ Welfare Society. Today, under the leadership
of its Chairman Captain Alan Tait, the Board of the
Society oversees an active program of practical support
for serving and retired seafarers. 

For example, the organisation funds home unit
accommodation in the northern suburbs of Sydney for
a number of former seafarers, as well as offering scholar-
ships to promising young Australians planning a career
at sea to attend the Australian Maritime College at
Launceston, Tasmania.  

The Sydney Sailors’ Home building, close by the
Overseas Passenger Terminal in Circular Quay, is now
a heritage-listed property maintained by the Sydney
Harbour Foreshore Authority. Since being vacated by
the Home, it has seen service as a marionette theatre
and a tourist information office, and currently houses
the Billich Art Gallery. 

Membership of the Australian Mariners’ Welfare
Society is open to any person with an interest in
maritime affairs. Further information about the
Society is available from:

The Secretariat
Pringle Moriarty & Co. ABN 86 000 008 122

Tel: (02) 9605 1344
Email: pmc@swiftdsl.com.au
Website: www.marinerswelfare.com.au

 



ABOUT THE BOOK
Australia’s only links with the rest of the world in the mid-
19th century depended entirely on communication by
sea. Not surprisingly, therefore, the numerous charities
and welfare groups concerned with the wellbeing of
seafarers were generously supported by the community. 

In 1859, a provisional committee was formed with 
the object of building a Sailors’ Home in Sydney ‘… in
which seamen, while on shore, could have comfortable
accommodation, be brought under moral and religious
influence and be encouraged in sober and thrifty habits’.
In 1860, land in George Street North in the Rocks area of
Sydney was earmarked for the Sydney Sailors’ Home and
construction work commenced in 1863. At that time,
around 1,000 ships with crews totalling some 20,000 were
coming to the port of Sydney each year.  

The Sydney Sailors’ Home opened its doors in
February 1865. The adjoining Cadmans Cottage served
from 1865 until 1926 as the living quarters for successive
generations of Superintendents of the Home, who invariably
were former shipmasters.  

After operating continuously for 114 years, having
survived the impact of two world wars, the great depression
and occasional periods of low occupancy, the Home was
closed in 1979 following compulsory resumption of the
property by the Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority.  

The Council managing the Home, recognising
generational changes then occurring in the shipping
industry, along with a declining demand for accommodation
of the kind offered by the Sailors’ Home, identified other
opportunities to continue serving seafarers.  

Jan Bowen’s entertaining story of the Sydney Sailors’
Home, the people who drove its formation and the
sometimes colourful characters who rested there will be a
welcome addition to the maritime history of Sydney. The
book also records the many challenges the Sailors’ Home
faced and, importantly, how it successfully responded to
change over its lifetime. And it tells of how the Home
recast its role, re-emerging in the early years of the 21st
century as—among other things—a generous provider of
ongoing financial assistance to organisations such as the

Mission to Seafarers and the Stella Maris Clubs that open
their doors to the hundreds of mariners whose work
brings them to Australia’s seaports every year.  

Sensitively illustrated with historic and contemporary
photographs, this book will be of interest to historians,
librarians, seamen’s charities, and indeed anyone interested
in shipping, our early architecture and the stories of the
seamen who have visited our shores.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Jan Bowen has written over 30 books, including the Pocket
Guide to the Law series, the Macquarie Guide to Australian
Law, the Macquarie Guide to Health and Medicine, The
Queensland Experience, The Fabulous Fifties and Men Talk.
She is also a director of Plain English Communications, a
company specialising in producing corporate documents
in user-friendly language. She is a passionate music lover
and Chair of Sydney Youth Orchestras.

Jan Bowen lives in Sydney and has three adult sons. 
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The Australian Mariners’ Welfare Society
ABN 86 000 008 122

PO Box 818 
Ingleburn NSW 1890

Please send me _____ copies of The Sydney Sailors’ Home at $45.00
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View from George Street, Sydney, taken in 1872, shows the Sailors’ Home,
some seven years after it opened. Mitchell Library, State Library of NSW.
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