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by Kim Dunstan
Baby

Brisbane’s

Early in 1917, 
HMAS Brisbane (I) 
became the first 
Australian warship 
to embark an 
aircraft for scouting 
and 
reconnaissance 
duties.  It might 
only have been a 
brief marriage, but 
it marked a 
significant step in 
the journey towards 
organic air power 
being accepted as 
an essential part of 
a ship’s fighting 
capability. 
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The German raider was SMS Wolf, a 
converted freighter of 5,800 tons, with a 
cruising speed of 11 knots, fitted-out as an 
auxiliary cruiser of the Imperial German 
Navy. Wolf’s carefully concealed weapons 
included: 7 x 15cm (5.9 in) guns, three 
5.2cm (2 in) guns and other small 
weapons as well as four 500mm (20 in) 
torpedo tubes; Wolf also carrying 458 
mines. 

The ship’s bunkers held an astonishing 
8,000 tons of coal giving a range of over 
59,000 km (32,000 nm). A fake funnel and 
masts could be quickly raised or lowered 
to change her appearance. Commander 
Karl Nerger was captain of Wolf and had 
been responsible for the loss of 110,000 
tons of allied shipping. 

Wolf also carried a Friedrichshafen FF.33e 
two-seater floatplane to scout for shipping 
targets. Called Wolfchen (Wolf Cub), the 
little aircraft was responsible for much of 
her mother’s success. It was powered by a 
150 hp in-line Benz Bz111 engine, giving a 
speed of 110 km/h (60 knots, 68 mph); 
could carry 8 x 12 kg bombs and, 
importantly, carried a radio transmitter. On 
deck it was positioned next to the aft crane 
which hoisted or lowered it onto the water. 

When not in use the wings were removed 
and stowed separately.   

Brisbane arrived at Colombo in April 1917, 
and took aboard a Sopwith Baby scout-
bomber floatplane rom the seaplane 
carrier HMS Raven (II), to assist in the 
search for the German raider. The Sopwith 
Baby, serial number N1014, was a single 
seat biplane powered by a 110 hp Clerget 
rotary engine. With a top speed of just 87 
knots it was hardly likely to break speed 
records, but it had a useful endurance of 
2.25 hours. It sported Lewis guns mounted 
on the top wing and could carry 2 x 65lb 
bombs. The Baby was stowed aft of 
Brisbane’s rear funnel and was hoisted to 
and from the water by the ship’s derrick.   

On 5 May 1917, Flight Officer Alfred W 
Clemson RNAS and four aircraft 
mechanics, together with stores and 
spares were transferred from Raven  to 
Brisbane. The ship then proceeded to 
patrol the Indian Ocean for several weeks 

Below. HMAS Brisbane, most probably  in 
Sydney in 1923. She was a Town Class cruiser 
whose capability in terms of size and firepower 
matched SMS Wolf almost exactly.  Her big 
advantage, had it ever come to a fight, was 
speed and manoeuverablity.  
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in search of the raider. During this period 
the Baby was used extensively, 
conducting wide-area searches for the 
elusive Wolf. In fact, the raider was by 
now making its way across the Southern 
Ocean and the search was in vain, but 
the capability and reach of the little 
aircraft greatly impressed Captain 
Cumberlege.

After scouring the seas around the 
southern part of India and Ceylon (Sri 
Lanka), where Wolf had mined shipping 
lanes, Brisbane returned to Colombo 
where the Sopwith Baby was returned to 
Raven. While the search was fruitless the 
experience with the Sopwith Baby proved 
to be valuable - and its loss much 
regretted. 

In June 1917 Brisbane was detached 
from the East Indies Squadron and sent 
to patrol the Western Australian coast. 
Meanwhile, the presence of Wolf in the 
Pacific was evident when two ships hit 
mines near New Zealand; then in July 
1917 SS Cumberland struck a mine near 
Gabo Island. Wolf had laid 22 mines in 
Bass Strait before sailing north via the 
Solomon Islands, then west towards 
Singapore.   

In September 1917 Brisbane was ordered 

SMS Wolf
Arguably the most successful of the 
German raiders, Wolf was previously a 
merchant vessel converted to her 
wartime role in 1916.  Although slow, she 
matched light cruisers in armament and 
had extended range that allowed her to 
roam freely without refuelling.  
Wolf survived her epic 15 month voyage 
through the Indian and Pacific oceans 
and returned to Kiel in February 1918 to 
a hero’s welcome.  On return she carried 
467 prisoners from the ships she had 
sunk, together with substantial quantities 
of rubber, copper, zinc, brass, silk and 
other essential minerals looted from her 
prizes. Her solo voyage was the longest 
of any warship during WW1. 
Wolf was employed in the Baltic sea for 
the remainder of the war.  When peace 
broke out she was ceded to France to 
become a merchant steamer again, 
plying the ports of Europe until she was 
scrapped in 1931. 

SMS Wolf which created havoc through the 
Indian Ocean and Oceania during 1917-18. 
Her spotter aircraft can be seen just aft of the 
superstructure.  She carried six 5.9” guns 
hidden behind collapsible panels, together with 
other smaller calibre weapons. (Wikipedia). 
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to the South Pacific due to the presence of 
yet another German raider SMS Seeadler, 
an armed sailing ship that was causing 
havoc (Seeadler was in fact already a 
wreck having struck a reef in French 
Polynesia, but that was not known at the 
time). So, from October 1917 to January 
1918, Brisbane patrolled the Western 
Pacific, visiting the Solomon Islands, 
Nauru, Ocean Island, Tarawa and Fĳi. 

It was during this period that the loss of 
the Sopwith Baby was most keenly felt by 
Captain Cumberlege. He said: ‘The ideal 
method of watching this part of the world 
would be by seaplane; the smallest type 
could always find smooth water to operate 
from’.

As seaplanes were not available several 
schooners with wireless apparatus helped, 
but they were no match for air 
reconnaissance. By now Cumberlege was 
an aviation enthusiast.    

From February to October 1918 Brisbane 
patrolled Australian waters. Cumberlege 

repeatedly advocated the use of 
seaplanes in the defence of Australia. 
In June 1918 while patrolling northern 
Queensland he searched Torres Strait 
looking for suitable sites for aeroplane 
operations, and found two admirable 
places. Cumberlege said ‘Torres Strait 
area could be swept by aeroplanes 
with the greatest facility and that 
climatic conditions were most 
favourable, and any ships passing 
through at night would be soon spotted 
from the air during daytime’.  

Clearly impressed by his experience in 
the Indian Ocean with the Sopwith  
Baby seaplane, Cumberlege strongly 
recommended their use to the 
Australian Naval Board, who 
responded favourably and asked the 
British Admiralty to quote a price for 
four aircraft. 

Their Lordships replied in discouraging 
terms, claiming that the use of 
seaplanes was ‘dying out’. Perhaps 
they referred to other developments in 
naval aviation, but seaplanes were 
soon to become a standard feature on 

cruisers. 

In any case, there is no question: HMAS 
Brisbane (I) and the Sopwith Baby now 
hold an important position in the history of 
RAN aviation.  

Epilogue

In February 1918, SMS Wolf returned to 
Kiel, Germany, having operated without 
support vessels or port visits; relying 
entirely on provisions and coal from the 
ships it captured. During her 15 month 
voyage Wolf sunk 13 ships, retaining one 
(the Spanish freighter Igotz Mendi) as a 
prize. A further 13 ships were sunk by 
mines laid she laid. At Kiel 467 prisoners 
were landed - passengers from captured 
ships. On arrival the FF.33e flew 
triumphantly over Kiel harbour. 
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