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This issue features our lighthouses 
and the people associated with them
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Postal Address: GPO Box 1118, 
Hobart, Tasmania 7001, AUSTRALIA

Phone: (03) 6234 1427 
Fax:  (03) 6234 1419

Contributions may be historical or newsworthy 
and with themes reflecting the Museum’s 
mission to promote research into and 
interpretation of Tasmania’s maritime heritage.

They may be short notes, or articles with text 
about 700 -1200 words, accompanied by 
images if possible. Text may be edited and 
publication is at the discretion of the editor.

Ideally contributions will be in a Word 
document, with embedded images and/or 
with separate 300dpi JPEG or TIFF files. We can 
accept legible handwritten articles, with loose 
photographs, which we will copy.

Images should have a caption, be credited to 
the photographer or to the source, and have 
written permission to publish. 

Please submit contributions to The Editor  
at the postal address above or email  
admin@maritimetas.org 

Alternatively you can leave your contribution 
at the front desk of the Museum at the street 
address above. Please remember to include 
your contact details.

Deadline for the next edition is 16 November 2015.

Tasman Island Lighthouse plans       Image: AMSA, supplied by Erika Shankley 

from the president’s log

MaritiMe tiMes of tasMania welcoMes original articles for publication

by Mike Webb

in this issue 
 
 

• Table Cape Lighthouse
• Tasman Island Lighthouse
• The Secret Lives of Lighthouse Keepers
• Tasmania’s unique lighthouse history
• Goose Island Lighthouse Tragedy
• Captain Joseph Creese
• Celebrating the builders
• Lighthouses - Memories 
• Book Review: ‘Ice in the Rigging’  

plus news and regular features  
and for an overview of tasmanian lighthouses,  
go to http://www.lighthouses.org.au/lights/tas/
index%20tas.asp click on map at right.

The theme for this edition is lighthouses. When I first went to sea 

after spending a year at a pre-sea training college as a cadet, the 

significance of such navigation aids was well drummed into us. On 

my first deep-sea voyage we sailed from Newport, Monmouthshire 

for the River Plate. I was on the first mate’s watch. As we drove into 

a westerly storm on an Empire ship under steam power, I was in the 

dark lookout on the monkey island. We were in sight of Bull’s Point 

light. Noticing that the frequency of the flashing of the light was the 

same on the third night I was beginning to wonder why and, if we 

were going full ahead, if it was a different light. The mate explained 

we were still in the same place and not making any headway due to 

the weather. He also pointed out that all the lights, a considerable 

distance apart from each other, had different characteristics.

In those days it was always very comforting at night to spot the 

loom of a lighthouse after a long passage to know we were mak-

ing a landfall. One was, in the back of one’s mind, thankful for the 

lighthouse keepers, many of whom were isolated from civilisation 

but maintained the light. From a navigational aspect they were im-

portant beacons to fix our position by night and day. In some parts 

of the world, when we were close to the coast in bad weather, often 

unable to obtain sights for a couple of days, and unsure of our exact 

position, the lights were a guiding friend. 

We read about the Cape Wickham light, on the northern end of King 

Island, being sighted by sailing ships coming from the west, and of-

ten being mistaken for the Cape Otway light. This could result in 

either the vessel passing on the wrong side and being wrecked on 

King Island, or a near miss from a lee shore. This could happen in bad 

weather in heavy rain showers when the light is not properly visible, 

or when the ship did not carry proper large scale charts or have up-

to-date light lists. Nowadays, we have facilities to gain information 

instantly. Then, chart corrections and changes to the light lists could 

be many months, if not a year, old.

During the first Three Peaks Race the Australian Maritime College 

provided a manned radio communications caravan. It was along-

side Cape Tourville Lighthouse on the East Coast. Due to the great 

influx of visitors to Coles Bay the power to the light failed come sun-

set and the emergency generator failed to cut in. We reported this to 

Canberra and immediately a notice to mariners was broadcasted by 

the coastal radio stations. The fleet of boats were coming down the 

coast. GPS only had six satellites launched at that time so position 

fixing by that system was spasmodic. One could imagine the skip-

pers being concerned, not knowing if they were offshore enough 

to avoid the Nuggets just below the light. Now with fully-fledged 

GPS receivers the light is a comfort to verify their position, but is not 

necessary for well-equipped vessels. Maatsuyker and Deal Island 

Lighthouses are welcomed by fishermen and yachtsmen. Their light 

is not only a navigation mark but a sign also that volunteers are at 

hand if something goes wrong with their own boat.

I often took the Training Ship Wyuna to Deal Island and anchored in 

the bay at the end of a working day. We got to know the chief light-

house keeper and his wife well. One evening the Chief Engineer 

from the ship and I took the 4WD up to the light. The Chief started 

the generator and I drew the surrounding curtains and switched the 

light on. It was a beautiful sunset with clear visibility from a 1,000 

feet, the highest lighthouse in the southern hemisphere. Please, do 

not switch our lighthouses off.

We have received a one-third scale model of an open boat, donated 

through the Cultural Gifts Programme by a donor in New South 

Wales. We thank Gerald Latham for his generous assistance with 

covering the costs of transporting the model to Hobart.

I have written a lot over the past year about our hopes for the Carn-

egie Gallery. A tenderer has been offered the contract for the instal-

lation of the lift by the Hobart City Council. We are now preparing 

for the Maritime Museum’s expansion. Our own light looks set to 

shine brightly into the future.
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Interstate $20
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Categories of membership and annual fees effective 
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Once only, or 4 years Quarterdeck membership.
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Layout & production:

Ricoh Studio 
Phone: 6210 1200 
studio@tasprint.com.au



4 | Maritime Times of Tasmania Spring 2015 Maritime Times of Tasmania Spring 2015 | 5

from the brig
The 1st July this year marked the centenary of national 
management of lighthouses and other aids to navigation in 
Australian waters. Lighthouses feature strongly in this edition and 
we thank all our contributors.  Lighthouses and shipwrecks hold 
a deep fascination for many visitors to the Museum, particularly 
school children, and we are fortunate to have many objects within 
our collection to tell Tasmanian stories.  While today’s navigation 
technology places less emphasis on the iconic lighthouse towers 
of the nineteenth century, those buildings remain an important 
part of our maritime heritage with many dedicated volunteers 
battling to provide upkeep and maintenance and to keep them in 
the public eye.

The 31st August this year marked another centenary, with the 
Mission to Seafarers achieving 100 years of service to seafarers 
in Hobart. The Hobart Mission was the 105th to be established 
worldwide and the sixth in Australia. While the industry the 
Mission serves has changed out of all recognition over that time, 
the needs of seafarers have remained constant. An average of over 
4,000 seafarers  a year have made use of the facilities and services 
offered by the Mission during its first century, and, with the 
expansion of cruise shipping in Hobart in recent years, as many as 
150 seafarers a day visit the Mission’s Morrison Street Centre.  The 
Mission celebrated the milestone with a reception at Government 
House and a service at St George’s Parish Church, Battery Point. 
The Mission also commissioned the Museum to produce a short 
history of their first century, copies of which, in pamphlet form, 
are available from the Museum. We will include an article on 
the Mission to Seafarers  in the next edition of the Maritime 
Times of Tasmania. Please don’t forget that we welcome original 
contributions for consideration for publication in the magazine, 
details of how to contribute can be found on the inside front cover.

Here’s one of those quirky stories of objects lost and found. But in 
this case it was never lost, but found again after 53 years. 

Roger Dewar, a volunteer with the MMT,  served on HMAS Quiberon 
in the Royal Australian Navy from 1962-1964.  Roger was serving in 
the Far East when he and his mates met some American sailors in 
a bar in the US Navy base at Subic Bay in the Philippines in 1962.  

At some point they all decided to swap caps and electrician’s mate 
Ray Silvia obtained Roger’s cap. Ray was serving on the USS Chipola 
at the time. This was a fleet oiler that had previously seen service in 
the Second World War. Roger served with the RAN for seven years 
and quickly forgot about the cap.

 Fast forward to the present. Roger’s cap was discovered by Robert 
Musker of Boston, Massachusetts who found it in his basement. Mr 
Musker was a relative of Ray Silvia. Mr Musker decided to find the 
cap’s owner, as it had Roger’s name stamped inside. He searched 
online for an Australian official who may be able to help him locate 
the cap’s owner.  He eventually made contact with the Office of the 
Deputy Prime Minister, Hon Warren Truss MP to whom he sent the 
cap. After an extensive search by staff in Mr Truss’s office, and the 
realisation that the middle initial inside the cap was a J not an L 
as previously thought, the Office was eventually able to locate the 
owner – Roger Dewar of Howrah. 

 The hand-over ceremony was conducted on 4 September 2015 at 
the Maritime Museum. It was attended by Senator Eric Abetz and 
LCDR John Kennedy RAN.  Senator Abetz said he was honoured 
to be able to help return the cap to its original owner. Mr Dewar 
was extremely surprised and pleased to have his cap returned after 
53 years. He noted that it brought many long-buried memories of 
serving in the RAN flooding back to him, and that he had never 
expected to see the cap again. Roger had given the American 
sailor’s cap to his younger brother many years ago, and is not sure 
if he still has it, as his brother now lives in Europe.  Perhaps one day 
that cap might be found and returned to Ray Silvia.

letters to the editor
What a great article about the Diary of a Ferry Master (MTT 51, 
Winter 2015). As a child I remember the gentleman who played 
the violin on board Lurgurena during the crossing. Was he 
Hobart’s original busker? And who could forget those wonderful 
trips on Cartela with blind pianist Kevin Richards entertaining. 

Congratulations on the always excellent Maritime Times.

Jerry Shepard

Reading the latest Maritime Times of Tasmania (MTT 51, Winter 
2015) I was interested in the President’s article on the need to 
keep traditions, such as flag etiquette and day signals, alive.  
Many yachtsmen are lacking in basic knowledge of Rules of the 
Road.

It is important to have correct terminology and so I was very 
surprised to see the reference to Derwent River. It is the River 
Derwent, NOT the Derwent River. The error is also in the article 
on the ferry Rowitta. I realise it is not the Editor’s role to make 
corrections in articles. 

Regards 
Brian Hodgson

TABLE CAPE LIGHTHOUSE
A beacon for human achievement in a wild and beautiful place

by Paul and Indigo Wheeler

The bricks, approximately 300,000, for the lighthouse were 

made in Melbourne with the initial shipment of 20,000 leaving 

Melbourne on the schooner John Lewis in November 1887. 

Simultaneously, the light apparatus left England on board the 

steamer Murrumbidgee, on its maiden voyage, and arrived in 

Hobart six weeks later. The 77 packages containing the light 

apparatus were conveyed from Hobart to Wynyard by the 

lighthouse service vessel Warrentinna. Construction of the 

lighthouse started in January 1888. On completion of the 

tower, the Duff Brothers of Hobart installed the light apparatus. 

The light was first displayed at 5.00pm on 1 August, 1888. The 

lighthouse is 25 metres high, and 8 metres wide at the base. 

The walls are solid brick 1.7 metres thick at the base, tapering 

to 0.7 metres thick at the lantern room collar. The bricklaying 

technique is English Bond.

Tragedy struck only 17 days after the lighthouse opened 

with the passing of Bertram Jackson, son of head keeper-

superintendent Robert Jackson.  Bertram was only 14 months 

Table Cape Lighthouse is situated in a dramatic location atop a large promontory, 150 metres above sea 

level, overlooking Bass Strait. It is built on a remnant volcanic feeder plug formed about 13.3 million years 

ago.  After millions of year of erosion, the surrounding farmlands are made up of metres-deep, rich chocolate-

brown basalt soil. The original inhabitants of Table Cape were the Tommeginer people. They lived in this 

region for thousands of years prior to European settlement and called the Cape, Toin-Be-Noke.

The ornate spiral staircase       

Seafarers making use of the Mission’s WiFi.              Photo: Mission to Seafarers, Hobart Station

Editor: Yes, thanks for alerting us to that. River Derwent is correct. 

(Authority: Placenames Tasmania, the register of all official Tasmanian names assigned by the Nomenclature Board of Tasmania.)

In 1798, Matthew Flinders and George Bass circumnavigated 

Tasmania in the sloop Norfolk determining that Tasmania 

was indeed an island and not connected to the Australian 

mainland. During that circumnavigation they named Table 

Cape. European settlement around Table Cape began in the 

1820s with Wynyard starting to be established in the 1840s. 

Wynyard soon became a very busy port, mainly for the trade in 

timber. 

In 1867, the ship Emma Prescott was lost off Freestone Cove 

prompting calls for the need of a lighthouse in the region. By 

1879 a lighthouse was proposed for Table Cape, and in August 

1880, the Consolidated Marine Board recommended that a 

lighthouse be erected there. In 1884, the schooner Orson was 

wrecked at the mouth of the Inglis River, cementing the need 

for a lighthouse to be built.

The tender to construct the lighthouse was won by Mr John 

Luck of Devonport with Chance Brothers near Birmingham 

(England) confirmed as the suppliers for the light apparatus. 



6 | Maritime Times of Tasmania Spring 2015 Maritime Times of Tasmania Spring 2015 | 7

by Paul and Indigo Wheeler

CONNECTING BRUNY ISLAND
the D’Entrecasteaux Channel Ferries

old and was buried within the Lighthouse Precinct. The grave is 

still there, although there is conjecture as to whether the grave 

is still in the original site.

The original lens, a second-order Fresnel, is still in use today. The 

light was initially produced by Paraffin oil. Following trials by 

Robert Jackson, the fuel was changed to Colza oil. Colza burned 

brighter and gave off less residue. In 1920 the fuel was changed 

to automatic Acetylene. Within two years the lighthouse was 

de-manned. Soon after the keeper’s quarters were demolished 

and removed.

In 1979 the lantern room was remodelled and the light 

converted to mains electricity with battery back-up as it still is 

today. The light source then was 120V-1000W, but in 2008 was 

changed to 12V-100W as it is now. Table Cape is a fixed light. 

The character is a double flash every 5 seconds. Table Cape 

Lighthouse also supports an Automatic Identification System 

(AIS).

Its construction is unique in Australia. The builders had to dig 

down three metres to get to bedrock for the foundations, so 

the lighthouse is built on the side of a cliff. There is a retaining 

wall built from the local basalt rock, a basement and a unique 

land bridge leading to the entry door.

The reserve around the lighthouse is home to many native 

species including a population of disease free Tasmanian 

Devils. Bird life is abundant with regular sightings of Sea Eagles, 

Wedge Tail Eagles, Peregrine Falcons, the rare Grey Goshawk 

and numerous other species.  Sea life is also abundant with 

regular sightings of dolphins, seals and whales. The nearby tulip 

farm, Van Diemen Quality Bulbs provides a stunning display 

with fields of tulips blooming late September to October.

Since opening the Table Cape Lighthouse for tours on 9 

November 2014, we have had the pleasure of showing visitors 

from all over the world through the lighthouse. Age is not a 

factor as far as interest in the lighthouse goes. We have had five 

year olds and a local person in their 90s (who has been up three 

times) climb the ornate spiral staircase. Some at first just want 

to get up to the balcony to see the breathtaking views, but after 

hearing of the historical, operational and cultural significance, 

they become aware of the importance of not only Table Cape, 

but of all lighthouses. 

Table Cape Lighthouse is the only operational lighthouse on 

mainland Tasmania that is open for tours and we feel very 

fortunate to be able to share the lighthouse with our diverse 

range of visitors.

The article was written with information compiled by AMSA in 

conjunction with the Waratah/Wynyard Council and Parks and 

Wildlife, and from the authors’ own research.

. . . the person who had  suggested the 
construction of a light on the top was not 
altogether compos mentis.1
These comments, by wardens of Hobart’s Marine Board, summed 
up their feelings regarding a proposal to build a lighthouse on 
Tasman Island.  

It was a wild and desolate-looking spot, high and very precipitous, 
‘and if accessible at all, only at one point’ wrote surveyor James 
Erskine Calder in 1848.2  With some trepidation, members of the 
Hobart Marine Board viewed the same scene from the deck of the 
SS Wakefield nearly 40 years later.

At its meeting in August 1885, the Consolidated Marine Board 
discussed the pros and cons of building a light on Cape Pillar, 
Hippolyte Rocks or Tasman Island. The proposal had been approved 
by State Government and a site inspection carried out by Marine 
Board warden, Captain HJ Stanley, and architect, R Huckson. They 
managed to land near the northern point and clamber up the 
cliffs which, they said, almost overhang on all sides. Reaching the 
top they pushed through dense stunted scrub, interspersed with 
‘patches of bull oak and honeysuckle’ before finding a suitable site 
for a lighthouse near the south-eastern end.3 Plans and estimates 
were prepared, with the sum of £5000 being allocated by State 
Parliament.

A second visit was made in October 1886 when SS Warrentina 
steamed through the narrow passage between the island and Cape 
Pillar to identify the landing place and take bearings.  However, 
there was scathing criticism from some quarters and a letter to the 
Examiner newspaper claimed that the ‘board knew as much about 
selecting a site for a lighthouse as a cow did about a concert ...’!4  
In the end, the Board decided to build a lighthouse at an equally 
remote and difficult location – Maatsuyker Island.

During the three months from February 1903, it was estimated 
that more than 200,000 tons of shipping passed Cape Pillar 
together with over 18,500 passengers. A lighthouse in this area 
was now imperative. However, after Federation in 1901, the State 
Government was reluctant to spend the money, given that the 
lighthouse service would come under Commonwealth control 
in 1915. It wasn’t until December 1903 that an Act was passed 
by Tasmanian Parliament, authorising the construction of the 
lighthouse on Tasman Island to begin. Members of the Marine 
Board travelled to the island in January 1904 to again inspect the 
site. They landed with extreme difficulty in a heavy surge. The 
Master Warden, Captain TM Fisher, took ‘a header into the surf’ and 
Warden Herbert also got wet.5 Ropes were used to assist the group 
clamber up the cliffs before a thorough examination of the site 
could be made. 

Tenders were finally called in July 1904 with contractors travelling 
to the island on board SS Nubeena. However, a heavy sea was 

TABLE CAPE LIGHTHOUSE TOURS

Owner Operators – Paul and Indigo Wheeler

The guided tour of Table Cape Lighthouse takes 20–30 
minutes and there is a maximum of 10 people per tour, 

all to remain as a group with the Guide. There is no 
minimum requirement for a tour to commene.

In accordance with AMSA – Australian Maritime Safety 
Authority, children under 5 years are not permitted into 
the lighthouse. All children must be accompanied and 

strictly supervised by an adult.

Table Cape Lighthouse Tours operate during the 
following times –

October–May1Oam–4pm;  
June–September – bookings only

Cost: Adult - $10; Cons - $7; Child - $5; Family - $25

phone:  04999 19993; email: tclighthousetours@gmail.
com

www.tablecapelighthousetours.com.au

TASMAN ISLAND LIGHTHOUSE
Australia’s highest operating light

by Erika Shankley

Tasman Island Lighthouse and oil store (elevation 276 metres).

Tasman Island landing and haulage.  Photos: Erika Shankley

running and some members of the party were unable to land. 
Those who did so ‘were forcibly impressed by the natural difficulties 
to be overcome in carrying out the contract.’6 The lowest quote of 
£10,497/10/- from well-known Hobart contractors, Henrickson & 
Knutson, was accepted.

Plans had been drawn up by the Board’s architects, Huckson and 
Hutchison, together with an estimate of £11,870 for construction. 
The 224 numbered cast-iron segments of the Chance Brothers 
prefabricated tower and light apparatus, costing £8851, were 
shipped out from England on SS Kaikoura, arriving on 3 June 1905. 
Contractor, H Henrikson, together with twenty workmen, started 
work on the island in October 1904. First to be built was a haulage 
line utilising a gap in the cliffs which involved blasting in some 
places. Then the landing stage, together with a lifting crane with a 
60-foot radius, originally used in the construction of Hobart’s GPO, 

Table Cape Lighthouse             Photos supplied by the authors. 
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Commander CRW Brewis visited Tasman Island on 28 October 
1911 as part of the inspection of all Australian lighthouses prior to 
their management being taken over by the Commonwealth. ‘The 
tower, optical apparatus and quarters,’ at Tasman Island he wrote, 
‘are modern and in good condition.’ However, ‘the steam crane 
was old when erected and now admittedly dangerous.’11  It wasn’t 
until 1927 that work started on erecting a replacement.  Disaster 
struck when it unexpectedly collapsed, throwing rigger, William 
Groombridge into the water. His body was never recovered. 
Orlando Patterson was luckier—he survived, dangling upside 
down when his foot caught in some wire. However, it wasn’t 
until two days later that a doctor arrived and Patterson was able 
to be evacuated to hospital on board the steamer Cartela. The 
accident precipitated the installation of a flying fox system which 
came into operation in 1929. After years of hit and miss, wireless 
communications were installed in 1930 and during the war years, 
keepers were given special instruction in signals. Naval personnel 
were also stationed on the island as coast watchers, living in the 
relief keeper’s quarters.

A lightkeeper’s first duty was to keep the light burning from dusk 
to dawn. In addition they needed to regularly polish the huge First 
Order lens, which was over 2½ metres high. Modern-day health 
and safety inspectors would cringe at log book entries which 

had to be installed before work could begin. The curved cast-iron 
plates, each weighing nearly 10 cwt ( approx 500 kg), were hauled 
up the steep 1:1 slope, each load taking eight hours to reach the 
site of the lighthouse. The plates were then bolted together and 
positioned on a concrete base. In the lantern room, the First Order 
Fresnel catadioptric lens was specially tilted to allow for its high 
location, 276 metres above the sea.  

Clerk of Works, F Reynolds, used the first building to be erected 
as his office. The timber building later served as quarters for relief 
keepers. Three other more substantial brick cottages were built 
as quarters for the Superintendent and two Assistant Keepers. 
George Johnston, formerly keeper at Cape Wickham on King 
Island, became Superintendent of the new light. Together with his 
Assistants—J McGuire, who was transferred from the Swan Island, 
and E Davis, from Macquarie leading lights—he had been on the 
island since December 1905. Vegetable gardens had already been 
planted by the time they officially took over operations from the 
Inspector of Lighthouses, JR Meech, on 31 March 1906. 

An opening ceremony on 2 April 1906, conducted by Master 
Warden AR Risby, was followed by lunch, with the ‘dining table 
being adorned with a large iced cake representing the lighthouse.’7 
According to family sources it was Jessie, wife of Superintendent, 
George Johnston, who actually lit the light for the first time. 
The official party was, by that time, on board the SS Mahinapua 
steaming towards Adventure Bay where they noted, to their 
satisfaction, that the light was clearly visible.

Life on Tasman Island could be harsh. In fact, Mrs Johnston was 
heard to remark that it could be like ‘Siberia of the South’!8  The 
island was soon almost bare as a result of trees being cut for 
firewood. In 1913, Superintendent W Kirkwood wrote that he 
thought ‘the effects of denuding the island for a fuel supply’ was 
perhaps the reason for severe storm damage at the lightstation.9  
Much of the island was grazed by flocks of sheep and cattle; there 
were also pigs and the lightstation horse, which pulled loads along 
the track from the top of the haulage to the lighthouse. There were 
no native animals on the island, other than seals, but evidence 
was found of an earlier visit by Tasmania’s first inhabitants. In 1913 
Superintendent Edward Nillsen wrote that a human skull had 
been found that was ‘very ancient’.10  It was later forwarded to the 
Tasmanian Museum.

Signal flags initially provided a tenuous link with the Tasmanian 
mainland. When Edward Nillsen’s wife became ill in 1912, initial 
signals to passing ships went unnoticed. Later pigeons were 
introduced. However, the birds were so well fed that they were 
often reluctant to leave the island! They proved their worth on 9 
November 1915 when several were liberated after a lifeboat with 
survivors from SS Nord, which had foundered nearby, arrived off 
the haulage. The crew were later picked up by SS Breone and taken 
to Hobart.  

Lightkeeping was often a family affair. Leslie Babington Johnston, 
son of Tasman Island’s first superintendent, started his career in 
the lights at Goose Island in 1911. He was posted to Tasman Island 
in 1917 and it was here that his wife, Stella, gave birth to their 
daughter, Eileen, on 6 March 1920. After stints at Low Head and 
Maatsuyker Island he returned to Tasman in 1929, and again in 
1937, serving over 12 years on the island.

indicated that the keepers were: ‘Employed at cleaning out the 
Mercury bath [in which the lens rotated] & straining the Mercury’.12 

Initially lit by vaporised kerosene, the light was converted to wind 
power in 1975. The original Chance Brothers First Order lens and 
lantern room were removed when the light was automated in 
1976, replaced by a smaller fibreglass structure with a modern 
sealed-beam light. The station was then demanned with keepers 
finally leaving on 20 May 1977. Since then the Australian Maritime 
Safety Authority and its contractor, Australian Maritime Systems 
Ltd, has maintained and serviced the light, which was converted 
to solar power in 1991. The original lantern room is undergoing 
restoration by the Friends of Tasman Island while the original 
lens and its clockwork mechanism may be seen on display at the 
Australian National Maritime Museum in Sydney.

The historical importance of the Tasman Island Lighthouse and 
its lightstation were recognised when they were placed on the 
Register of the National Estate and the Tasmanian Heritage 
Register in 1980, and in 2004, when the lighthouse was included 
on the Commonwealth Heritage List. Visitors will be able to see 
this magnificent lighthouse next year when the Rotary Club of 
the Tasman Peninsular conduct their annual helicopter trip to the 
island on Saturday 2 April.13    

Tasman Island is now part of the Tasman National Park. Since 2006, 
Friends of Tasman Island, a branch of Wildcare Inc—Tasmania’s 
largest incorporated environmental volunteer organisation—have 
worked in partnership with the Tasmanian Parks & Wildlife Service, 
to conserve the lightstation buildings and preserve the island’s 
natural environment.14  The island’s icon, the lighthouse, is the last 
manned light to be built in Tasmania and a prominent landmark, 
familiar to both land-based visitors and mariners, marking the final 
turning point for the Sydney to Hobart Yacht Race.  

Australia’s highest operating lighthouse at Tasman Island celebrated 
its 100th birthday in 2006 and this year it is 100 years since the 
Commonwealth Government took over lighthouse management 
from the Australian States. Tasman Island Lighthouse is just one of 
approximately 500 aids to navigation around Australia’s coastline 
which are just as relevant today as they were 100 years ago. While 
lightkeeping as a way of life has become a thing of the past, 
lighthouses endure, transmitting their warning flash to mariners 
each night, whatever the weather.
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Secretary Marine Board, 9 April, 1913 11 Commander CRW Brewis, RN, Preliminary Report on 

the Lighting of the Coast of Tasmania and the Islands of Bass Strait, 1912 12 NAA  P779, Tasman 

Island Log book, 11 February 1913 13 For further information see https://www.facebook.com/

tasmanislandhelicopter or email tasmanslandtrips@bigpond.com 14 http://wildcaretas.org.au/

branches/friends-of-tasman-island/

At the landing 1927.  The installation of the new crane just before it collapsed.  
 Note there are two figures at the top - possibly Groombridge and Patterson.       

Photo: Alan McCullum Collection 

Landing and crane in operation.   Photo: Carlene Nillsen Collection

by Erika Shankley

Coming in to land (above) on Tasman Island.   Friends of Tasman Island (right top) at work.    
Karl Rowbottom (right), former lighthouse keeper at Tasman Island.                           Photos: Erika Shankley
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Shipwrights Arms Hotel
(Established 1846)

29 Trumpeter Street, Battery Point
Phone: 03 6223 5551

Situated in the heart of historic Battery Point,
“Shippies” is lined with a unique collection

of Tasmania’s past, both maritime and historical

A traditional old English corner pub,
filled with history, tradition, and pride

including photographs of every ‘Sydney to Hobart’ winner

Adrienne Daly (Licensee)

The National Archives of Australia holds a wealth of 
information on Tasmania’s lighthouses. Here they 
share some stories out of the vaults.

The first lighthouse in Tasmania was erected in 1832 on Iron Pot 
Islet in the River Derwent to guide ships to the port of Hobart. From 
that time lighthouse construction around the Tasmanian coast 
and islands was recognised as necessary to mark hazards and help 
navigation. The work continued throughout the 19th century. The 
administration of coastal lighthouses became a Commonwealth 
responsibility with Federation in 1901, but the transfer of control 
did not occur until 1915 when the Lighthouses Act 1911 came into 
effect.

‘With the centenary of the Commonwealth Lighthouse Service 
being celebrated this year, we would like to mark the occasion 
by highlighting some of the stories held in our collection,’ said 
archival officer Bruce Kay from the National Archives’ Hobart office. 
‘We hold records relating to the operation of manned Tasmanian 
lighthouses dating from the 1850s to the 1960s. They include 
records of individual lighthouses, such as logbooks, weather 
reports and visitors’ books, as well as more general administrative 
records. We have recently digitised a series of correspondence 
files (known as P1130), dating from 1915 to 1962. This covers an 
array of subjects related to the administration of the light stations 

and the people who operated and maintained them. They offer a 
fascinating insight into station life and the isolation and problems 
experienced by the keepers and their families.’

Pen friends,  books and magazines

Isolation often defined their life. Town and city dwellers recognised 
the restrictions they faced and did their bit to improve conditions. 
In May 1920, Mrs Rose Craig of the Claremont Mothers’ Union wrote 
to the Inspector of Lighthouses asking for the addresses of some 
keepers’ wives, as their members wished to write as penfriends. 

Letters on file from 1923 refer to St David’s Sunday School sending 
three cases of toys for keepers’ children and various individuals 
sending parcels of books and magazines. Mr LGW Farmer of 
Launceston wrote offering help: ‘I have a small band of young 
people who would like to collect books, magazines and other 
good reading matter for the lonely staff on the lighthouses around 
the Tasmanian coast’ and asked how best to send the items. He 
subsequently received thanks and confirmation that the goods 
had been distributed to the various lighthouses. The Lighthouse 
Inspector also sent letters of thanks for reading matter to, among 
others, the Red Cross branch at Ouse, the Bellerive Library and the 
Victoria League in Hobart. 

The length of time for mail to reach its destination reveals how 
isolated lighthouse staff were. James McNeil, stationed at Goose 

THE SECRET LIVES OF LIGHTHOUSE KEEPERS

by Elizabeth Masters

Cable providing access to Tasman Island lightstation.   Photo: NAA 4097107 Cable trolley from the jetty to Maatsuyker Island lighthouse, 1956.               Photo:.NAA 11468901 
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Island, wrote on 14 February 1923 applying for a position that 
had been advertised in the Gazette of October 1922. When his 
application arrived, the District Officer sent it on and explained ‘the 
applicant was unavoidably prevented from applying previously 
owing to being situated at an isolated station’. McNeil was 
recommended as a permanent appointment.

Health problems

The distance from medical help meant injured lightkeepers could 
not be treated quickly. When asked to provide details of the nearest 
doctor for several lighthouses, the Inspector responded that for 
Swan Island, the nearest was at St Helens, 55 miles by sea, for 
Goose Island it was Beaconsfield, 72 miles sea, and for Eddystone 
Point, the nearest doctor was at St Helens, 20 miles by road.

Walter Kirkwood, 52, the widowed head keeper at Cape Bruny, 
was injured when riding his horse on official duties. As he rode 
to the jetty on the afternoon of 16 October 1922, to see whether 
the cartage contractor had arrived, his horse stumbled in a deep 
rut and fell, throwing the keeper onto his left shoulder and jarring 
his collarbone. For four days, he tried to carry on his duties but 
eventually wrote: ‘as I am still unable to use my left arm, I thought 
it advisable to have the shoulder attended to by a medical officer’.

He was taken to the General Hospital in Hobart, then transferred to 
the homeopathic hospital. Doctors later reported that Mr Kirkwood 
was suffering from a fractured collarbone and would be unable to 
carry out his duties for a period of one month from 6 November. 
A few days after he returned to work on 6 December, Kirkwood 
reported: ‘Permit me to state that though the clavicle is knit, I have 
not yet recovered the full use of left arm’. Kirkwood had 26 years of 
service, having originally been appointed to the lighthouse service 
on 1 September 1896. He was a returned soldier and the file also 
showed periods where he suffered from influenza, rheumatism, 
neuritis and a poisoned foot. At the time of his accident he earned 
£216 per annum, with a yearly allowance of £62.

At Maatsuyker Island Lighthouse, assistant keeper JF Holmes (aged 
63) was injured at the jetty as he loaded items onto the tram truck 
that carried stores up the hill. Officials were notified by pigeon 
message: ‘1/9/17 Holmes fell down on the jetty and hurt his ribs on 
28th and he insists seeing a medical man. Keeper’.

Rough seas meant landings at the island were impossible for at 
least two days but, eventually, the District Officer found a doctor 
who agreed to make the trip. The cost of the charter boat was 
£35, while Dr Hodgkinson charged £10 for up to 24 hours, and £5 
for every 24 hours thereafter. On 4 September 1917, the steamer 
Dover left for Maatsuyker Island at 1pm, arriving with the doctor 
at 6.30am the next day. Dr Hodgkinson was taken ashore in the 

lifeboat and later reported: ‘Holmes in my opinion was quite unfit 
for work of any kind and likely to continue unfit for about a month’. 
When Holmes was transferred to Hobart later that day, the hospital 
staff discovered he had three broken ribs. On 26 September the 
doctor certified he would be unfit for duty for yet another three 
weeks.

Many pages in the file were devoted to blaming the injured man 
for the incident. The head keeper disagreed with Holmes’ version 
of events, reporting that his own neglect caused the accident. He 
added: ‘Holmes don’t like being stationed here and he would say 
anything to get away’.

Sick children were always cause for worry. In June 1923, a 12-month-
old child at Low Head lighthouse station was taken to Launceston 
Hospital with suspected diphtheria. The keeper cabled: ‘Health 
authorities taking all necessary action’. As no other children on 
the station developed suspicious symptoms, it was not thought 
necessary to isolate the family’s quarters. Fears were allayed on 
16 June when the station was advised the child was suffering, not 
from diphtheria, but tonsillitis.

But the news wasn’t always so good. A letter to Lighthouse 
Inspector Meech on 1 January 1924 from Mrs F Nas advised that 
her son, Herman John Nas, who had been staying with her while 
on leave, was in hospital being treated for pleurisy and pneumonia. 
His wife was also in hospital at the time having an operation. The 
next day the inspector received a telegram from Launceston: HJ 
Nas died this morning. Herman Nas, who was 33 at the time of his 
death, was the assistant keeper at Maatsuyker Island Lighthouse. 
In a letter of sympathy to his wife, the Inspector wrote that Nas 
‘was regarded at all times as a very reliable officer’. In an application 
for payment to his wife, in lieu of furlough, he was described as 
‘a splendid officer’ whose conduct was exemplary during the 11 
years 8 months of his service.

The influenza epidemic of 1919 caused havoc among lighthouse 
staff, with special leave introduced, in addition to ordinary sick 
leave. In February 1919 the Director of Lighthouses advised that the 
acting Prime Minister had approved Commonwealth departments 
to inoculate all staff, to send suspected cases home immediately 
and for anyone with flu in the household not to report for duty. The 
health authorities also advised that ‘the liability to infection with 
influenza is reduced if before people leave their work they partake 
of a cup of hot tea, coffee or meat extract’. Staff were therefore 
allowed a period of 10 minutes for afternoon tea. 

Enlisting for war

The outbreak of war had an impact on staffing the lighthouses. 
On 24 September 1914, Walter Joseph Williams from Swan Island 
Lighthouse wrote: ‘I beg to apply for leave of absence for the 
purpose of going to Hobart to enlist for the war’. His request was 
approved and Williams arranged to leave on the next mail steamer 
from the island, in two or three weeks. The file contains a circulated 
ruling by the Minister. In part it answered the question: ‘If accepted 
for service will the man on his return be allowed to take up the 
position he leaves?’ The suggested reply was: ‘His position will be 
kept open for him until his return or an equivalent position will 
be found’. So Williams headed for Hobart with the blessing of his 
employers. But his hopes were dashed. On 9 December 1915, he 
was found physically unfit for active service and he returned to 
duty at the lighthouse. 

An official reprimand

Staff were also subject to reprimand. A letter from the Inspector 
to HJ Bell, assistant keeper at Low Head Station, requested a full 
report on why he had refused to keep a lookout when instructed, 
at a time when another assistant left the station to get medical 
advice. Bell responded: ‘I had already done 10 hours duty without 
trying to pile six more hours on to me making 16 hours continuous 
duty. I might further state I am doing 15 hours duty now. I am 
always willing and have done my fair and honest share of work’.

The Inspector sent a report to the District Officer in Melbourne 
advising that ‘Assistant Bell bears a very good character and this 
is the first time I have heard of anything of this nature connected 
with him’. He suggested that ‘an official censure will meet the case’. 
This was the action taken, with a memo to Bell from the District 
Officer: ‘you are hereby reprimanded for disobeying the order 
of your superior officer … a most serious offence and it is only 
because of your previous good character that you are now treated 
so leniently’.

Maintenance

When Emu Bay Lighthouse needed painting, the staff received a 
quote to paint the iron structure: ‘with two good coats of oil paint 
for the sum of four pounds, fifteen shillings and sixpence’. This 
included chipping the iron rust and coating the bare iron with 
red oxide and three coats of white. The painter took 64 hours to 
do the work. Commonwealth Repairs and Maintenance supplied 
2.5 gallons of white zinc paint for two pounds, thirteen shillings 
and ninepence, and 4 pounds of red oxide for two shillings and 
fourpence. 

Kangaroos raid the vegetable gardens

Animals were also part of the lighthouse keepers’ lives, whether as 
stock, working animals or pests. One memo from an Inspector to 
a head keeper on 4 April 1923 instructed: ‘all goats on the station 
which are not claimed by keepers are to be destroyed’.

In February 1932, there was considerable correspondence about 
problems caused by kangaroos on Deal Island. The file reported 
that a large number of kangaroos and other game on the island 
were a nuisance in vegetable gardens and eating pasture sown for 
sheep and cattle ‘on which the keepers depend for sustenance’. The 
Inspector recommended that staff be given permission to shoot 
game. The Director of Lighthouses responded that, if there was no 
state law prohibiting the destruction of game ‘permission may be 
given for staff to destroy game for a period of three months when 
a further report should be obtained’. The Commissioner of Police 
gave final approval.

On 31 March 1932, the Mercury newspaper carried a report 
based on the opinion of visitors to the area: ‘While the island is 
six miles long by three miles wide, it was estimated there were 
some 10,000 to 12,000 kangaroos on the island.’ In September 
1932, it was reported 500 kangaroos had been shot but the 
mob was still causing problems. Permission was requested from 
the Commissioner of Police to extend the shooting season to 
December.

Horses and other animals played an important role in supporting 
the work of lighthouse staff. One file reports that Swan Island 
required five hundredweight of hay to be supplied for the six 

bullocks which were carting annual firewood. There were also lists 
of the veterinary medicines required at lighthouses for horses, 
including blood tonic, worm powders, cough mixture, sewing 
needles and silk for wounds, colic and laxative drenches and 
antiseptic powder.

At one stage, a replacement horse was needed for Maatsuyker 
Island. After suitable research, one was purchased and delivered 
on 20 February 1917. The purchase price was £36 and the officer 
tasked with procuring the animal advised: ‘I personally saw in trials 
the horse pull one ton uphill easily’. In preparation, the District 
Officer had sent a telegram on 16 February 1917: ‘Approval granted 
for obtaining horse for Maatsuyker and shooting old one’. There 
was no indication of how the carcass would be disposed of. The 
new animal was required to work without shoes, possibly because 
there were no blacksmiths within cooee of the island.

Shipwreck survivors

Lighthouse staff also saw their share of shipwrecks, and used 
pigeons to get the news out promptly.

On Monday 8 November 1915 at 6am, the keeper at Tasman Island 
sent a coded pigeon message to the Lighthouse Department in 
Hobart: ‘Nord (of London) leaking … vessel ashore near or on Cape 
Pillar’. At 6.15pm a lifeboat reached Tasman Island with the second 
mate, two engineers and eight Chinese firemen ‘in an exhausted 
state’. The next morning at 8.30 two boatloads of crew arrived, 
including the master. An hour later a yawl arrived having rescued 
the third engineer and the rest of the crew. All crew members were 
later transported to Hobart by a steamer sent by the Department.

There was further correspondence about whether a keeper had 
refused to hand over a lifeboat belonging to the SS Nord because he 
had salvaged it or whether he was simply holding it in safe keeping 
until he received instructions from the Lighthouse Department. In 
explaining his actions, his letter reads, in part: ‘I beg to state there 
was no piratical intention’.

Notes 
These stories come from just one archival series, P1130, which contains 648 files of 
lighthouse correspondence. According to archival officer Bruce Kay, the National 
Archives in Hobart holds approximately 170 separate record series relating to 
lighthouses. 

National Archives Fact Sheet 122 provides a quick reference to lighthouse records in 
Tasmania. It is available on the National Archives website 

naa.gov.au/collection/fact-sheets/fs122.aspx 

or at the National Archives at 91 Murray Street, Hobart. The office is open on 
Wednesday to Friday from 9.30am to 5.00pm.

by Elizabeth Masters

SS Cape York bringing supplies to Eddystone Point lighthouse, East Tasmania 1948.        Photo: NAA 11420789 Goose Island Lighthouse, Tasmania 1917.   Photo: NAA 5395142
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by  Michelle Balaz

Michelle Balaz, from the Australian Maritime 

Safety Authority (AMSA), summarises the history of 

lighthouses and lighthouse-keeping in Tasmania, 

and gives us an outline of AMSA’s aids to navigation. 
Lighthouses have lit Australia’s coast for over 150 years, warning ships 
of hazards long before seafarers enjoyed today’s advancements in 
technology, and were erected along the northern coast of Tasmania 
soon after settlement to aid navigation. 

Bordered by the treacherous Bass Strait and icy Tasman Sea, Tasmania’s 
very survival was at the mercy of the ocean. Shipping was the only 
means for goods and people to reach its shores, and seafaring was a 
way of life for a large proportion of Tasmania’s population. The thriving 
maritime industry was a tempting calling for many a sailor, whaler 
and fisherman; with Australia’s lighthouses ensuring that they made it 
home safely.

In 2015, the Australian Maritime Safety Authority (AMSA) is recognising 
100 years of Australian Government management of aids to navigation. 
AMSA manages some 500 visual and electronic aids to navigation, 
including 56 heritage-listed lighthouses recognised for their 
outstanding heritage values to the nation. Of these heritage-listed 
lighthouses, eight are located in Tasmania at Goose Island, Eddystone 
Point, Tasman Island, Cape Sorell, Table Cape, Mersey Bluff, Low Head 
and Swan Island—one of Australia’s oldest lighthouses, which is 
celebrating 170 years of lighting the north-east tip of Tasmania this 
year.

The very first beacon to warn mariners was believed to be built at South 
Head in Sydney in 1793, only five years after the arrival of the First Fleet.  
Its beacon was fuelled by wood and kept alight by convicts. Australia’s 
actual lighthouse history started with Governor Macquarie and the first 
Macquarie lighthouse built in 1818 atop the cliffs of Vaucluse in Sydney. 
In those early years, the Macquarie light was powered by whale oil.

Over the next 30 years ten more lighthouses were constructed, most of 
them to assist ships navigate Bass Strait between the island colony of 
Tasmania and Victoria on the Australian mainland. Tales of shipwrecks 
abound through Australia’s history, and in many cases, lighthouses 
were built as a result of numerous fatal shipwrecks. These treacherous 
waters claimed many ships as they ‘threaded the needle’ after voyages 
of thousands of miles from Europe via the Cape of Good Hope.

In those early days, lighthouses were manned by light-keepers. Each 
day before dusk, men across Australia left their cottages to ascend 
a familiar spiral staircase, set the light going by winding it up and 
pumping the kerosene, maintaining it and watching it throughout their 
watch. This occurred night after night, in still weather and in the midst 
of the worst storms that the sea could throw against the nearby shores. 
The lighthouse prisms also had to be cleaned at least once a fortnight; 
it took two men the best part of a day to clean and polish both sides.  

Life as a lighthouse keeper could be a tough and lonely existence for 
both the keepers and their families. Many lighthouses were in very 
isolated locations or affected by extreme weather. Supplies came by 

sea or air for many lighthouses and lighthouse keepers had to grow 
their own food. On Swan Island lightkeepers had to deal with an 
additional problem, an infestation of tiger snakes. In addition to their 
regular tasks, keepers were known to shoot up to 1000 snakes a day, as 
snakebite was a terrifying prospect on such a remote island. 

There are countless stories of the experiences of these hundreds of 
men and women who dedicated their lives to the safety of the mariner, 
and whose children endured the isolation, some growing up with no 
knowledge of the world outside their intimate communities. 

When the Australian colonies federated in 1901, they decided that the 
new Commonwealth government would be responsible for coastal 
lighthouses. Coastal lighthouses were major lights used by vessels 
travelling from port to port rather than the minor lights used for 
navigation within harbours and rivers. The transfer of control occurred 
on 1 July 1915 when Lighthouses Act 1911came into effect.

When the Commonwealth of Australia officially accepted responsibility 
for all landfall and coastal lights around Australia, the list included 
163 lights, buoys and beacons from the various State administrations 
that marked ocean shipping routes. The individual states retained 
responsibility for harbour lights. The architectural styles of these state-
inherited lighthouses were quite diverse, with building materials 
varying between concrete, locally quarried stone and fabricated iron 
work, timber and galvanised iron. The designs also reflect the limited 
availability of funding, logistics and prevailing climactic conditions 
particularly in northern Australia.

As technology used in the maritime industry evolved, the needs 
and man-hours required by lighthouses evolved right along with it. 
After Gustaf Dalén invented the Dalen Flasher and Sun Valve in 1907, 
kerosene was replaced by acetylene, allowing Australian authorities to 
automate many lights and this led directly to the demise of the time-
honoured role of lighthouse keeper. New navigational, lighting and 
power technologies, together with environmental considerations, 
led to changes in the way lighthouses were operated. Once solar 
power became available, most remote lighthouses were converted to 
solar electricity. Starting in the 1980s there was a concerted effort to 
automate the remaining manned lighthouses in the network. This task 
was completed in 1996, when the last lighthouse keeper left Tasmania’s 
Maatsuyker Island, Australia’s most southerly light.  

AMSA’s aids to navigation network consists of traditional lighthouses, 
beacons, buoys, radar transponder beacons, Differential Global 
Positioning System and Automatic Identification System stations, and 
met-ocean sensors such as broadcasting tide gauges, wave rider buoys, 
current meters and a weather station. The lighthouses in AMSA’s aids to 
navigation network continue to serve a vital navigational safety role, 
including those preserved under heritage responsibilities.

New aids to navigation continue to be installed on the Australian 
coastline as required, often in remote locations such as the new lighted 
buoy recently installed at Urchin Shoal in Palm Passage, one of the main 
entrances to the Inner Shipping Route of the Great Barrier Reef. While 
there are no new aids to navigation planned for Tasmania, the existing 
heritage-listed lights will continue to warn mariners of the perils along 
the Tasmanian coast for many more years to come.

TASMANIA’S UNIqUE PLACE IN    AUSTRALIA’S LIGHTHOUSE HISTORy

Cape Sorell   Mersey Bluff   

Low Head  

  

Table CapeEddystone Point Swan IslandTasman Island 

  

Goose Island

Images supplied by AMSA
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book review
by Clio

This book is available at  

rolph’s nautical gift and  
book shop at the Museum.

ice in tHe rigging: 
sHips of tHe antarctic,  

1699–1937

by EA (Ted) Mitchener

This is much more than a list of ships. At first glance, it might appear 
to be a detailed reference book, but take the time to read through 
the Introduction and you will be rewarded with insights into the 
author’s journey from trainee shipwright with the Royal Navy to 
leader of Davis station with the Australian Antarctic Division, and 
how his book developed over many years.

His experiences included: helping to build a weather station on 
the sub-Antarctic Campbell Island in the International Geophysical 
Year (1957–58); working on the wooden sailing vessel New 
Endeavour along the east coast of Australia, and involvement 
with the restoration, in Sweden, of tall ship Eye of the Wind. 
In Antarctic libraries he found an extensive range of reading 
material with details of Antarctic ships, but he felt there was a 
gap in the literature. There was little, he wrote, ‘highlighting the 
improvements in maritime technology that changed human 
contact with Antarctica from one of high risk and happenstance to 
one of modern industrial and scientific efficiency’. Gradually, when 
on leave from his work, he collated information, photographs, 
plans and maps to include in this book; travelled to archives in 
many countries; and wrote with authority, and with first-hand 
experience, of ships and the Southern Ocean.      

The content of this book focuses on sailing ships and ships with 
auxiliary power, and includes the vessels of British, European, 
Scandinavian, Russian, American, Asian, Australian and New 
Zealand expeditions—exploratory, scientific and commercial 
ventures—from the pink-hulled Paramour (1699) to the British 
Graham Land Expedition’s Penola (1937). ‘Pink-hulled’ and other 
terms, which may be unfamiliar, are explained in the glossary of 
maritime terms. The early ships, the Empire builders, the ships of 
science, the whalers and sealers, those whose men were focused 
on reaching the South Pole, those of patriots and adventurers, are 

all represented. An illustrated summary of each ship’s history is 
given, with references to the ship’s log and personal diaries, when 
available, and with a concise table of its type, tonnage, dimensions, 
builder, engine (if applicable), owners and the ship’s fate. This 
detail, whether the ship ended its days in glory, in wreckage or in 
other circumstances, can be surprising and reveals the longevity—
or limitations—of the vessel. 

I thought of ships I expected to be included, to see if they 
were—and they were. Even Endeavour, the Government fishing 
trawler, which made only one sub-Antarctic voyage to Macquarie 
Island and disappeared without trace in 1914, was mentioned. 
In the Epilogue, the author noted that much larger ships also 
mysteriously disappeared and pointed out that, after Penola’s 
return from Graham Land, the introduction of aircraft-carrying 
ships and icebreakers in the late 1930s and the 1940s signalled the 
end of an era in Antarctic shipping.  

Ice in the Rigging is a well-researched and beautifully-presented 
book of stories and references. Entries for individual ships are 
arranged in a roughly-chronological order, there’s a bibliography, 
and separate indices for ships and aircraft, for people and for 
places. There are appendices of maps showing the tracks of ships, 
a gazetteer of places real and imagined, glossaries of maritime and 
ice terminology, whaling statistics, and interesting notes, written 
by a master shipwright, of the refitting of Erebus at Chatham 
dockyard in 1839. It is a book to dip into, or to savour at length, and 
is dedicated to an acknowledged master of ice navigation, Captain 
John King Davis. 

Ted Mitchener died in 2014, while his book was being edited. It 
was completed by his ‘publishing committee’, as he called them, 
and they have maintained his style. He wrote in the language of a 
mariner, sure of his subject, communicating with fellow-mariners 
and maritime and Antarctic enthusiasts, in a very readable book. 
It is a book of which he could be proud. It will take its place on 
the shelves among other important resources for researchers of 
Antarctic and maritime history and, just as importantly, it is a book 
to enjoy.

Ice in the Rigging: Ships of the Antarctic, 1699–1937
by EA (Ted) Mitchener
Published in Hobart: Maritime Museum of Tasmania (2015)
Hardcover with dust jacket.  Pages xxii + 354 
RRP: AUD 75.00
ISBN 978-0-646-93455-6

From left: Graeme Broxam (co-editor), Jonothan Davis (Antarctic Division), Lucinda 
Sharp (Forty South), Colin Denny (Maritime Museum), Janet Carding (TMAG), Peter 
Boyer (co-editor).      Photo: John Wadsley

Lucinda Sharp (Forty South) address the crowd at the book launch.   Photos: John Wadsley

THE GOOSE ISLAND LIGHTHOUSE TRAGEDy

The romanticism of lighthouses is often in stark contrast to the reality. Tasmanian lighthouses in 
particular are situated in desolate, isolated regions, plagued by treacherous waters and often 
remorselessly bad weather. The work was tough and arduous; correspondingly, the keepers and their 
families, who endured the difficult conditions, were of a strong resolve.  

men immediately began to row back to Goose Island. Colliboi 
continued on its way. Battling against the tide, wind and waves, 
the men struggled to direct their boat back to shore, 200 yards 
away. Captain Creese and Frances Chilcott, watching from the 
lighthouse, saw the men besieged and soon lost sight of them and 
their boat in the rough sea.

For a week Captain Creese manned the lighthouse, keeping a 
lonely vigil as he waited anxiously with decreasing hope for an 
indication of the fate of his two men. Frances Chilcott endured an 
equally restless vigil. Unfortunately the intricacies of Goose Island’s 
location, combined with the prevailing gales, meant that the ketch 
Hawk, manned by Captain HW Taylor, and the only vessel in the 
vicinity of Goose Island to know of the missing men, was unable 
to sail to Launceston to raise the alarm. It was nearly a week before 
authorities in Launceston were confronted with the news. Though 
search and rescue efforts were then implemented, including an 
extensive search of local islands and waterways by the crew of 
Colliboi, which had been chartered by the State Government to 
travel back to Goose Island, there was no sign of the pair. Only 
their badly beaten boat was found washed up on Badger Island. 
With this news, Frances Chilcott and her baby daughter left the 
island on board Colliboi. From Launceston they travelled by train 
to Hobart to stay with family.

In early June 1922, the body of Thomas Dickenson was discovered, 
washed up on Badger Island. Arthur Chilcott’s body was found 
in the same area a few months later. Both men were buried on 
Goose Island. Their grieving families received £500 under the 
Commonwealth Workers Compensation Act for their loss. 

The irony of the usefulness of lighthouses in preventing tragedy, 
in terms of warning vessels navigating their reaches, is not lost in 
relaying the misfortune of Goose Island’s two assistant lighthouse 
keepers. That two men involved in securing the safety and security 
of others lost their lives while undertaking a seemingly routine 
task, one of the few events to break the monotony and isolation of 
their location, is a tragedy. The small cemetery on Goose Island is a 
sombre reminder of the island’s past caretakers. Included within its 
confines are the bodies of two assistant lighthouse keepers, Arthur 
Chilcott and Thomas Dickenson.

Today there remain few physical reminders of the keepers and 
their families on Goose Island. Following the conversion of the 
light to acetylene gas in 1931, the Goose Island Lighthouse was de-
manned and most of the outbuildings and residences demolished. 
The Maritime Museum of Tasmania is proud to have the Fresnel 
lens as part of its collection.

by  Nicole Mays

In the 19th century and the early 20th century, when Tasmania’s 
lighthouses were manned, communication with major towns and 
centres was minimal, thereby increasing the sense of isolation. With 
access only by sea in most cases, receiving supplies and mail was 
challenging, and keepers faced the risk with bravado. The arrival 
of letters from family and friends, newspapers, and packages, was 
a highlight and excitedly anticipated. However, on one occasion, 
at the Goose Island Lighthouse in Bass Strait, the efforts of two 
assistant keepers to receive the fortnightly mail resulted in tragedy. 

Situated on a granite island, 2.4 km long, to the west of Flinders 
Island in the Badger group of islands, the Goose Island Lighthouse 
was constructed in the early 1840s by convict labour and was 
the third lighthouse operating in Australia when first lit in 1846. 
Arguably situated on the most barren, austere, and weather-
pierced Tasmanian island, the lighthouse was managed in 1922 by 
Captain Joseph Creese, with the assistance of Arthur Chilcott and 
Thomas Dickenson.  

In his late teens and early 20s, Arthur Chilcott, a native of London, 
England, was employed as a general servant on board steamships 
travelling between Australia, New Zealand, and America. During 
World War I, he enlisted with the New Zealand Army in 1915, and 
was wounded in France. Following his discharge, Arthur Chilcott 
found his way to Sydney where he married Frances Owens, a native 
of Hobart. By 1921 the couple had settled in Burnie where their 
daughter was born. Seeking work to support his family, Arthur 
Chilcott applied for a position with the Commonwealth Lighthouse 
Service, taking up the role of assistant keeper on Goose Island in 
February 1922, accompanied by his wife and infant daughter. 

Little is known about Goose Island’s other assistant lighthouse 
keeper, Thomas Dickenson. Also a returned serviceman, he was 
married with one child and another one on the way when Arthur 
Chilcott arrived on Goose Island. Likely because of her condition, 
Thomas Dickenson’s wife, Mary, opted to remain in Hobart instead 
of living with her husband on the island. 

It was the custom of the Goose Island lighthouse keepers to meet 
passing steamers to receive the mail, and on the afternoon of 22 
March 1922 Arthur Chilcott and Thomas Dickenson rowed out to 
meet the steamer Colliboi, en route from Launceston to Flinders 
Island. The sea on this occasion was heavy, and a strong wind was 
blowing from the west. Captain Creese was apprehensive about 
the determination of the two men to row out to meet the vessel; 
Captain Neagle on Colliboi was equally concerned to see the two 
men in their small boat waiting for him. After handing over the 
mail, including a small package addressed to Mrs Chilcott, the 
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by Nicole Mays

In December 1910 the Hobart Marine Board announced the retirement of its 

Shipping Master, Captain Joseph Ernest Creese. At the age of 54, and after nearly 

12 years of service, including a decade spent as Deputy Harbourmaster, Captain 

Creese was stepping down from his duties. He was provided with the usual 

retirement allowance and commended for his years of service.

piloted vessels on the Derwent, reported on wrecks and collisions, 
and visited the State’s lighthouses to ascertain the condition of the 
lights and associated structures. In 1905 his right index finger was 
amputated, when a splinter resulted in blood poisoning. However, 
the incident appears not to have affected his ability to work.

On 24 November 1908 he was promoted to Shipping Master of 
Hobart, a position left vacant by the death of Captain Herbert. 
However, by December 1910, owing to failing eyesight, he retired 
from the Hobart Marine Board. Yet he was determined not to revert 
to idleness. By now a widower with grown children, he embarked 
on a new career, beginning employment with the Lighthouse 
Service  on 1 February 1911.  It was the third career move for 
Joseph Creese, and given his age and the conditions he was to 
work under, perhaps the most demanding. He held positions at 
the Deal Island Lighthouse, the Bruny Island Lighthouse, and the 
Iron Pot Lighthouse. The de-manning of the latter in 1920 saw him 
transferred to Goose Island Lighthouse in Bass Strait. Here Joseph 
Creese remained until January 1923 when he retired from the 
service. The tragic drowning of his two assistant lighthouse keepers 
in March the previous year, and the fact he had now passed the 
retirement age of 65, likely weighed heavily in his decision.

After 11 years and 11 months of employment with the Lighthouse 
Service, he retired to South Arm, where he took up woodcarving 
and built model ships, including a model of the English-built 
barque Prince Regent. Following Joseph Creese’s death on 16 
August 1940 in Hobart at the age of 83, the Creese family loaned 
the model to the Shiplovers’ Society.  A unique gaff-rigged model 
cutter, made by Captain Joseph Creese from chicken bones, is also 
part of the Maritime Museum of Tasmania’s collection.
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CAPTAIN JOSEPH CREESE
A Distinguished Career of Maritime Service

in remembrance

VALE … Spencer Tempest-Warman 1919-2015

John Fleming pays tribute to ‘Spence’ – a friend 

for forty-five years.

Born at Battery Point, Hobart, on 27 May 1919, Spencer was 
the son of Edward Tempest-Warman, optician, and Eva Mary 
Creese, a concert violinist. Tragedy struck however in 1921 
when Spencer’s father died as a result of heart failure, leaving 
Eva as a sole parent … not an easy task back in the 1920’s. 
By the age of 9, Spencer was an accomplished pianist and, 
not surprisingly, had developed a healthy interest in things 
technical as well as a love of the sea. A strong influence here 
would have been his grandfather, Eva’s father, Captain Joseph 
Creese, who had been apprenticed as a boy on the barque 
Waratah. After a long career at sea, mainly in the employ 
of Facy and Fisher, where his duties included commanding 
Kassa, Captain Creese joined the lighthouse service. He was 
one of the last keepers of the Derwent (Iron Pot) lighthouse, 
and during the long lonely hours constructed many fine 
models of ships. 

In 1930, when Spencer was 11, he and his mother moved to 
Melbourne. Having a lively mind, he excelled at school and, 
perhaps not surprisingly, he entered Melbourne University 
around 1939 to study science and chemistry, gaining degrees 
in both. During World War 2 he was involved with the 
metallurgical testing of components for the Commonwealth 
Aircraft Corporation (CAC) at Fisherman’s Bend. At war’s end 
he purchased 135 acres near Pakenham in Gippsland for 
grazing and the fattening of cattle. Finding the rural life a little 
slow, he sold up and he and his mother went on a world tour, 
visiting relatives in England and Germany, where his father 
was born. Back in Melbourne, he met Dr F Moran, who had 
recently built a 36ft yacht named Heatherlie. Crew were being 

enlisted, and Spencer joined as navigator. They competed 
in the 1948, 49, 50 and 51 Queenscliff-to-Devonport races, 
coming second in one event. Around this time Spencer also 
started adding to his ‘tickets’, becoming qualified as a wireless 
operator, and steam engineer. These enabled him to pursue 
a career aboard merchant ships, and he travelled the world 
in this capacity for several years. He also crewed with tugs 
in Port Phillip Bay, and one of his latter-day efforts was as a 
volunteer on the steam tug Wattle into the 1990’s. His love of 
music came to the fore again a few years ago when he skilfully 
gutted an antique piano to fit a modern electronic keyboard. 
Showing the auto-play feature he said: ‘Look, it can play Bach 
better than I can!’ 

I first met Spencer in 1970; we had a mutual interest in owning 
classic 1950’s Mercedes-Benz 300’s. Around 1961, Spencer 
purchased a big black seven-year-old M-B 300, traded in to 
Lanes Motors by Sir Arthur Warner. Over the last 45 years 
my friendship remained with ‘Spence’ and, to be honest, I 
never knew quite how old he was, and took his word as he 
announced each birthday. Turned out he had underestimated 
by about 10 years. Most people were surprised to see he was 
96 this May and was well on the way to justify his claim: ‘My 
doctor says I could live to be 100’. Independent to the end, he 

passed away at his Burwood, Victoria, home on 18 July 2015.

Captain Joseph Creese

Spence at his keyboard

Heatherlie   Photos supplied by John Fleming

Prior to employment with 
the Hobart Marine Board, 
Joseph Creese spent 27 
years at sea. A local lad and 
the oldest of 11 children, he 
had grown up in the vicinity 
of Hobart’s Old Wharf. On 1 
September 1872, just prior to 

his 16th birthday, he was apprenticed on the intercolonial trading 
barque Waratah. In June 1878, aged 21, following a brief period as 
boatswain, he received his competency certificate allowing him to 
serve as mate. The master of Waratah, Thomas Fisher, commended 
Joseph Creese’s behaviour stating that he had always found him 
‘sober, attentive, and industrious’. Creese remained on Waratah and 
worked his way up to chief mate. In September 1881 he applied for 
and received his master mariner certificate.

By December 1889 he was master of the barque Pet, predominantly 
involved in intercolonial trade. Three years later he became master 
of the barque Kassa, mainly trading between Hobart and South 
Australia, with occasional trips to New Zealand. Joseph Creese 
remained with this vessel until early 1899 when he was appointed 
Deputy Harbourmaster of the port of Hobart. The decision to 
relinquish his duties as master of Kassa was likely precipitated 
by a need to remain on shore and closer to his wife and children. 
Remarkably, in nearly three decades spent at sea, he appears to 
have had good fortune, enduring only one reported near-miss: the 
dismasting of Kassa in hurricane-like conditions off the southwest 
coast of Tasmania in October 1897.

Joseph Creese’s new role as Hobart’s Deputy Harbourmaster 
involved a combination of administrative and practical work. He 
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CELEBRATING THE BUILDERS

Stamina and resourcefulness are 

characteristics ascribed to light-house 

keepers in their lonely eyries on the edge 

of oceans. Their dedication to keeping 

the lights operating and sustaining their 

families is legendary. But what about 

the legions of men who built the edifices, 

isolated without solid shelter or regular 

supplies and communication?  

In the Tasmanian context many were bonded 
labour and could not easily escape the rigours 
of the task. Accidental deaths occurred as men 
handled heavy building materials with little 
mechanical aid, often at great heights in windy 
conditions. Few men had the resources to record 
their stories and, in fact, very little is known about 
the lives of the nineteenth-century lighthouse 
builders.

For these reasons, the records of the building of the Cape 
Wickham Lighthouse on King Island in Bass Strait between 
1860 and 1861 are especially precious. Located in the Hobart 
Town Marine Board files of the Tasmanian Archive and Heritage 
Office, they help tell the story of the building of the massive 
light tower, although not a lot about the men themselves.   
 
Construction of Cape Wickham Lighthouse was a significant 
engineering feat. It was achieved on time (in eighteen 
months) and within budget (estimate £19,507). Moreover, 
it was diligently organised by Tasmanian authorities as one 
of the earliest examples of co-operation and cost-sharing 
between the colonies of Victoria, New South Wales, South 
Australia and Tasmania. The contractors, Kirkman & Anderson, 
were Victorian, but the newly-formed Hobart Marine Board 
bore the overall responsibility for the project. The Board was 
determined to demonstrate its expertise and leadership. 
 
The 44-metre tower, superintendent’s residence and keepers’ 
cottages were designed by the Tasmanian Director of Public 
Works, William Rose Falconer. When the authorities were casting 
around for ‘a practical man, accustomed to taking charge of a 
number of men’ to supervise the project, Falconer recommended 
Yorkshire-born naval architect and celebrated shipbuilder John 
Watson (1801-1887). Since the last of Watson’s famous ships 
had slid down the slips in 1856, Watson had been overseeing 
wharf development and had just taken up the appointment 
as Engineer and Clerk of Works for the marine board.  
 
On 12 June 1860, William Falconer sent a telegram from 
Launceston to the chairman of the Marine Board, Crawford 
Maxwell, with directions for Watson to proceed to King Island. 

Falconer said he had given instructions to 
the two hunters on King Island (seemingly 
the only other island residents within 
communication) to afford Watson every 
assistance. He added:  

I have also given him a large tent twelve by 
thirty feet and he takes some provisions with 
him. Shall instruct him to report by telegraph 
at least once each week. I shall also arrange 
for the contractors to communicate with 
Melbourne by telegraph …

John Watson and his wife, Mary, travelled 
via Melbourne to King Island on the cutter 
Water Witch, landing on King Island on 26 
June 1860, in the depths of winter. They 
must have been a hardy couple, aged 58 and 
54 respectively, faced with the immediate 
challenge of erecting a shelter for themselves. 
From their tent John Watson matter-of-factly 
apologised to Crawford Maxwell for his 
poor handwriting: ‘It is so cold this morning 

(Friday) that I can hardly steady my pen. I hope you will be able 
to make this out.’ A clump of shrubs near a small cemetery today 
marks the spot where Watson soon built a temporary hut for 
himself and Mary. Where or how the labourers were housed is 
not known. Watson’s reports indicate there were 50 to 70 men 
on the job at any one time. They built the road and tramway, the 
tower and keepers’ cottages, the jetties and boathouse.  

Two thousand tons of granite blocks were quarried on the 
island during the winter months of 1860. A horse-drawn 
tramway carried them approximately a mile-and-a-half across 
a causeway built over the sand dunes to the construction site. 
The contractors began laying the foundation for the tower in 
October. Throughout the summer the men worked in teams of 
20 in four-hourly reliefs from 4am to 8pm laying the enormous 
granite blocks to form the eleven-storey tower. Its walls at the 
base are eleven-foot thick. 

To use Watson’s words, ‘the labour force rarely stood still’. Watson 
said it was ‘an excellent lot of workmen’ who appeared ‘to agree 
very well among themselves’ and who had the aid of ‘4 very fine 
horses’. Watson had only praise for the men’s work. He also had a 
major responsibility in overseeing their well-being. When a man 
out hunting accidentally shot himself through the foot, the first 
aid was left to Watson. He wrote:

I had to undertake the job, having to take the 4th toe off and 
nothing better than a pen knife to do it with. He has got on very 
well since, but a small craft being at the New Year’s (islands) has 
come up and will take him over to Melbourne.

Watson’s letters reveal that he was always on the look-out for 
ensuring the safety of approaching ships. For the captains who 

visited regularly he devised a signalling system which told them 
the best place to anchor when Victoria Cove (the nearest beach 
to Cape Wickham) was unsafe. He considered the provision of 
a ‘surfboat’ would be useful for rescuing people in the advent 
of a disaster, as well as to help land supplies and, ever the ship 
builder, carefully drew up specifications and sent them off to 
Hobart. To cope with the surf, his design was twenty-eight foot 
long, twenty-two at the keel, eight foot at beam, both ends alike, 
‘with a good bit of flare’ and copper-fastened. The Huon pine 
boat, built at Battery Point, arrived in February 1861 and was 
immediately put to work. Watson reported delightedly that ‘she 
acted capital and didn’t even ship a pint of water’. 

By 30 March 1861, the tower was sixty-five feet high. The masonry 
was finished by 4 June when the lantern and apparatus arrived 
on shore. The light source was a large Wilkins & Company single-
wick lamp that burnt sperm whale oil. Manufacturers of the 
apparatus, Brown D Salmon of London, sent out Alfred Colville 
aboard Orwell, with the 135 cases and packages of equipment, 
to supervise the safe transportation and installation. Everything 
was brought safely ashore in the ‘surfboat’. 

On 13 July 1861, Watson advised that 1 November would be a 
safe day for the permanent showing of the light. On 23 August 
he jubilantly telegraphed Falconer: ‘Had lamp lighted 1 hour 
last night. Most brilliant. Colville states it will show better.’ 
Construction work complete, the Watsons returned to Hobart. 

The first lighthouse superintendent, John Duigan (formerly of 
the Low Head Telegraph Station) sent a telegram to Crawford 
Maxwell on 2 November 1861 announcing: ‘Cape Wickham 
Lighthouse exhibited 1 November for the first time, brilliant. 
All goes on well. Very bad weather in October.’ This appears to 
be one of the last messages to cross the ill-fated cable; on 7 
November Duigan wrote in the lighthouse logbook: ‘Cable from 
Cape Otway to King’s Island ceased this day to act’. 

Thus the telegrams John Watson sent during his time at Cape 
Wickham represent rare relics of the first Bass Strait electric 
telegraph cable which in 1859, at the time of laying, was the 
longest submarine cable in the world and the first in the 
Southern Hemisphere.

Back in Hobart, Watson returned to his plans and projects around 
the waterfront where much expansion and redevelopment 
occurred in the 1870s and 1880s to cope with the increased 
traffic and a larger size of vessels using the port. He was still 
working for the marine board when he died suddenly in 1887, 
at the age of 86. In such a long and productive life there was one 
highly-illuminated personal day. On 1 November 1861, when 
that bright lamp first officially shone its life-saving beam nearly 
24 miles out to sea, John Watson celebrated his 60th birthday.

by Eleanor Robin
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artworK bY louis

Louis Rodway’s drawing class is a popular school holiday activity at the Museum. 

Following the most recent class, we received a letter of thanks from a parent 

grateful that Louis had ‘sown the seeds of enthusiasm’ for art in the youngsters 

and thanked the volunteers for offering their knowledge and time to the benefit 

of the children. We thank all the volunteers involved with running our school 

holiday programmes. 

To many readers of the Maritime Times of Tasmania my recollections 
of Tasmania and lighthouses will be familiar, as the time is only 45 
years ago. However the lighthouse service has changed radically, 
as have so many of the things we see and do in today’s world.

I was a Navigation Cadet under the Indenture of Apprenticeship to 
the sea service, with the Australian Coastal Shipping Commission, 
as it was known, when I joined in 1967.  (It was renamed Australian 
National Line when it took on overseas participation.)

In 1970 I heard about the Department of Transport vessel, MV 
Cape Pillar, and what a great time it would be if you could serve 
part of your sea time as a supernumerary aboard this vessel.  The 
job ‘the Pillar’ did was servicing the lighthouses around Tasmania, 
Victoria and South Australia during the summer months and, in the 
southern winter months, went north to assist Cape Morton out of 
Brisbane, or west to assist Cape Don out of Perth. Wow, this sure 
beat lumping iron ore, bauxite, coal, coke, dolomite, alumina or 
even the grog-carting vessels around the coast, which were my 
domain in the National Line. ANL approved my release on loan 
to ‘the Pillar’ at $0.10 cents per month. Yes that is right: ten cents 
per month, as ANL were already paying me $11.00 per week. (Try 
going out for an evening on that sort of money.)

I joined the vessel for a three-month stay in 1970 and was greeted 
by the famous Master, Captain Stan Heriot, well known to many in 
Tasmania, as a skipper who knew more about maneuvering a vessel 
into waters where ships should not be, in the closest proximity 
to the lighthouse to be serviced as could safely be achieved. 
Once at anchor the dedicated crew took to the open boats or 
the amphibious LARK vehicle to deliver the next 12 months of 
stores to the families living on the lighthouse precinct. This may 
have consisted of many tonnes of briquettes to heat the homes, 
provide hot water, etc., or construction materials to enhance the 
wharf area, improve the track between wharf and homesteads, 
and anything in between. On some occasions we would move a 
light keeper and his family from one light to another, complete 
with all their furniture and possessions. In all cases the job was 
not just to land the stores on the tiny jetty, but to shift them up 
the line, so to speak. Often this involved a very rickety monorail, 
or “trolley on rails” style of movement, between bottom and top 
stations. The crews were fantastic, adaptive and most capable in 
carrying out all these mixed duties. To me, joining in with the crew 
in achieving these tasks was pure heaven, and I loved the work, 
often enduring long hours prior to returning onboard only to front 
up on the bridge in my navigation learning role, as we weighed 
anchor and steamed over to the next lighthouse in our tight and 
busy schedule.

Of the Tasmanian lights I had the most respect for, I place 
Maatsuyker Island and Tasman Island as two of the most 
challenging, on dangerous, and also most beautiful, parts of the 
coast we serviced.      

Maatsuyker, with its extremely deep water surrounding the landing, 
coupled with the huge lengths of seaweed mass, floating across the 
surface and anchored to what look like gum trees coming up from 
as far down as you can see in the ink-coloured water, stained by 
the kelp waiting at the surface to tangle your propeller shaft, could 
give you bulk grief.  We had a permanent anchor line established 
there, some 100 metres from the landing, coming up to a floating 
buoy, and then a floating line (sisal) between buoy and landing. 
As we brought the work boat into the area, we would hook up the 
floating line, to use as a brake. The surge, swell and exposure to the 
sea elements, with nothing between us and South Africa, would 
be doing their best to shove us onto the kelp-covered rocks ahead. 
Hairy yes, but manageable. On leaving the landing we would 
reverse the process.  Back out to ‘the Pillar’ anchored a mile or so 
away, ready with another sling full of cargo to go ashore.

Tasman Island also had its challenges, with a platform landing 
positioned some 25 metres or so up the cliff edge, and a flying-fox 
arrangement running between the top of an island some 50 metres 
off shore, back to the landing. The object was to maneuver your 
work boat directly under the mid-position, and the fox connection 
would be lowered to the boat bobbing up and down with crew 
doing their best to hold the same position, to enable them to hook 
on the cargo net and the landing manpower, then haul the fox and 
contents vertically up to the fixed line, prior to hauling it towards 
the landing. Once on the landing, the cargo would be placed on a 
small trolley about 1 metre square, which was attached to a motor-
driven drum line. It would wind its way up timber rails, snaking up 
the sheer cliffs of Tasman Island to the summit, a very long way 
away.  (The mind simply boggles as to what Occupational Health 
and Safety gurus would think of this process in today’s world).

Such were the marvels of serving in the lighthouse service vessels. 
I loved every minute of those crazy days. So once I had achieved 
my 2nd Mates Certificate, I applied to the Department again and 
spent two great years between 1971 and 1973 in both 3rd Mate 
and 2nd Mate positions aboard ‘the Pillar’.

Sadly, in those two years we saw the end of an era, as we demolished 
many of the light keeper’s homes on the islands, and converted the 
lights to automatic.  We did get good at building helicopter pads at 
many of the locations, as these were needed for the way servicing 
was to be carried out in the future.

by John Savage
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notes from the curator
Lighthouses conjure up thoughts of remote, rugged shores, wild 
seas, shipwrecks and heroic rescues — emotive images which make 
them popular objects in many maritime museums.  Our Museum 
is no exception. The light from Waterhouse Island is located 
in our porch, acting as a navigational aid to guide tourists from 
Constitution Dock across the busy intersection to the Museum. 
Visitor numbers have increased considerably since the light was 
moved there — but other factors may also have had an effect!

On entering the Museum the first display is about lighthouses 
and their importance to our State of islands. The visitor is greeted 
by a wonderful panorama of Maatsuyker, by Richard Bennett, 
the Goose Island light, clockwork and winding mechanisms, and 
an illuminated RAN Hydrographic Survey chart of Tasmanian 
lighthouse locations. Visitors can compare the chart with the map 
of known Tasmanian shipwrecks, and appreciate the perilous 
nature of man’s battle with the sea and the ongoing struggle to 
make life at sea safer. Unfortunately the Goose Island light will 
have to be moved to make way for our new lift but we hope to find 
a new and equally dramatic site for it to shine its light.

The Museum recently acquired another light, well known to all 
who sail the River Derwent. The John Garrow Light was in need of 
considerable repair and TasPorts decided to replace it with a new 
structure and light that provides better radar reflectivity, visibility 
and light intensity.  The Museum  accepted TasPort’s offer of the 
light, but the tower on which it stood was considered beyond 
saving.  The following notes on the light were prepared by Don 
Mitchell.

The John Garrow Shoal is approximately half a kilometre east of 
Blinking Billy Point, on the southern end of what is commonly 
known as Long Beach.  The shoal was a gravelly underwater 
ridge with less than 4 meters of water at low tide (it was scoured 
in 2005) and is marked with a red beacon which is well known to 
yachtsmen, and others, as the John Garrow Light. Prior to 1924, 
the shoal was known as Garth Shoal, after Edward Garth, a first 
fleeter to Norfolk Island, who was brought to Van Diemen’s Land 

in 1807. After serving out the remainder of his sentence he was 
granted an allotment of land including Long Point, what we now 
know as the Battery Bend and the Battery Reserve, and up to the 
foothills of Mount Nelson. Garth built a small house in Folder Street 
which allegedly was used as a clearing house for contraband rum 
which had been landed on the small beach just to the south of 
Blinking Billy Point, then known as Garth’s Point. This house, still 
substantially as it was when it was built, burnt down, perhaps 
maliciously, about 1960. 

An amateur fisherman, John Ramsey Garrow, found the shoal 
when fishing in the area. He directed the team on the survey 
ship Sealark to the shoal when they were surveying the Derwent 
estuary. Garrow was a pastry cook in Sandy Bay, lived in a small 
house in Bath Street, Battery Point, and died in 1924. The name 
John Garrow Shoal was inserted on Chart No. 105 in April 1914, 
from information given in a letter from Sealark dated 16 February 
1914: 

With regard to the 5 fathom 
shoal off One Tree Point, 
Hobart, shown in the 
Hydrographic Note No. 2 
of 1914, I submit that it be 
named the ‘John Garrow 
Shoal’ after the gentleman 
who gave me the 
information of its existence 
and position, it being known 
to only 2 or 3 persons who 
fish it. Mr Garrow was good 
enough to accompany the 
Officer who searched for it 
and put him exactly on to 
the shoal.

On 2 July 2015, the Bellerive Primary School reclaimed its long 
lost bell.  The bell has a long history. It was originally on the 
ferry Kangaroo, was stolen and later donated to the Maritime 
Museum. Readers may remember a previous mention in the 
Maritime Times of Tasmania (September 2013).  After some 
lengthy negotiations the Maritime Museum agreed to have the 
bell on permanent loan to the School. The assembly at which 
the bell was reunited with the school was a packed house, and 
the children’s presentations on how the bell was retrieved were 
inspiring and a lot of fun. The historical work done by the school 
and John Sargent was very impressive. And now everybody is 
happy, with the bell to be displayed in pride of place at the 
school from now on.

The bell from the trans-Derwent ferry Kangaroo is back at Bellerive

Left to right: John Sargent, Mike Webb, Steven Hay, and Peter O’May                                                

 Photo: John Wadsley

high and dry 

knot so hard
A series by Frank Charles Brown

Greetings once again. It’s amazing how 
time flies. My time as Cabin Boy at the 
Maritime Museum was due to finish in July 
after an exciting nine months. However, I’m 
pleased to report that my posting has been 
extended, as Liz Adkins has continued 
on leave until February. I’m not sure if the 
MMT staff and volunteers are rejoicing at 
the prospect of putting up with this noisy 
landlubber for a few more months! 

Revitalisation of the Maritime Heritage 
Organisations of Tasmania group 
continues, with regular events, and an 
exchange of notices and information. 
In many ways MHOoT is a rather 
eclectic mix of museum types, boat 
builders, educators, lighthouse fanciers 
and other home-grown interest groups. But the synergies 
across the membership are real and quite energising.  
A case in point was a lunchtime talk on the St Ayles Skiff 
phenomenon that is making waves around the world. This was 
presented by the Living Boat Trust and the Women on Water 
group. To have a story that blends history with innovative modern 
boat design, real community spirit and a desire to do something 
challenging was fascinating.  For me it encapsulated what MHOoT 

No. 36  Stopper Knots
Stopper knots are usually tied in the ends of ropes for either 
temporarily preventing the rope unlaying or to prevent the rope 
passing though some constriction. 

1. tHuMb Knots 
The simplest Stopper is the Thumb Knot, also known as the 
Overhand Knot. There are two varieties of this simple construction 
as can be seen in Figure 1 and can be described as Left Hand (top) 
and Right Hand (lower). 

Thumb Knots can jam very tightly if subjected to high strain and 
be extremely difficult to undo. Mainly for this reason a Figure 
Eight Knot is to be preferred. It is just a little harder to tie but 
is easier to untie after being strained. Figure 2 shows what are 
apparently two forms of the knot but it is possible to morph from 
one to the other without untying; a bit of Nodeology coming in 
there. 

stands for. And they are such a beautiful craft as 
the picture will attest. 

To add to the mix, the Australian Register of 
Historic Vessels Council, in conjunction with the 
Maritime Museum of Tasmania, will be holding a 
two-day seminar in Hobart on 3-4 December this 
year. Day One of the seminar will deal with topics 
such as practical considerations in heritage 
vessel preservation; the continuing debate over 
historic vessel significantce and priority; and 
advice on vessel management plans for those 
restoring and managing historic vessels. There 
will also be the presentation of ARHV certificates 
for Tasmanian vessels on the ARHV Register. To 
finish the day in style there will be a dinner and 
guest speaker.

Day Two will concentrate on presentations 
by Tasmanians on local craft and their uses; from Aboriginal 
watercraft, through fishing boats, trading vessels, yachting and 
recreational boating, to modern vessel design and construction. 
There will also be presentations on local historic vessel case 
studies and reports on local boat restoration projects.Full details 
of the seminar, the venue and how to register will be notified in 
the near future.  It is hoped many people will come along to the 
seminar to share their knowledge and stories.

1 Cast a turn.

Figure 1. Figure 2.

2 Take a bight from the Standing Part 
and tuck into the turn.

3 Take the Working End and pass 
through the bight.

4 Draw up the knot.

by John Wadsley

St Ayles skiff.                  Photo: John Wadsley

The John Garrow Light before dismantling 

Photo : Royal Yacht Club of Tasmania 2. tHe asHleY stopper Knot 
This is a good stopper knot that is useful when the constriction 
gap is on the large side.
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rabbit witH MustarD

ingreDients 
2 rabbits 
3 tbsp plain flour 
ground pepper 
60g butter 
2 onions, chopped 
3 rashers bacon, rind removed and 
chopped 
1½ cups chicken stock 
1 tsp hot mustard 
2 tbsp parsley, chopped 
¼ cup cream (or light evaporated milk) 
2 cloves garlic, crushed  
 
MetHoD  
Cut each rabbit into six portions. Remove and discard any offal 
you may find in the cavities. Toss portions in flour seasoned with 
pepper, reserving any unused flour.

In a pan, melt butter until foaming, add onions and cook for 5 
minutes. Add garlic and bacon and cook for 5 minutes. Remove 
onions, garlic and bacon from the pan.

Add rabbit portions to the pan and brown on all sides. Reduce 
heat and add half the stock, the mustard and parsley.  Add 
the onions, garlic and bacon.  Transfer to a large pan and add 
remaining stock. Cover and simmer gently until the rabbit is 
tender.

Blend reserved flour with a little cream to form a paste, then stir 
in remaining cream. Add the cream and flour mix to the pan and 
stir. Bring to the boil, reduce heat, simmer for a couple of minutes 
and serve.

from the galley
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want to  
aDvertise Here?In the popular imagination the lighthouse was the home of 

lonely, bearded men whose apparent isolation from the rest of 
the world inspired stories of mystery, ghosts and madness. But 
a lighthouse could also be a family home, and, while it cannot 
be denied that family life can inspire equally sinister stories of 
mystery, ghosts and madness, the idea of living as a family at a 
lighthouse for me conjures up images of self-sufficiency, a daily 
routine of chores and, perhaps from a child’s perspective, days 
full of adventure and discovery that wouldn’t seem out of place 
in an Arthur Ransome novel.

I am sure that my rather over-romanticised image might be  
far from correct, but I did ask Museum volunteer Don Mitchell, 
whose lighthouse keeper father Andy took his family with him 
to his various postings around Tasmania, about his childhood 
and, for the purposes of this page, what he could remember 
about the food they ate. Don’s clearest memory was the smell 
of fresh bread as his mother seemed always to be baking. His 
parents would try to cultivate a vegetable garden, the success 
of which varied depending on their location, and fresh meat 
was sometimes supplied from the small flock of sheep that 
his father kept. As Don points out, their diet was similar to any 
number of Tasmanians living in country districts where isolation 
could be felt almost as keenly as a family on Maatsuyker Island. 
 
Today, the grounds of many of Tasmania’s lighthouses are cared 
for by Bushcare or Wildcare groups. Part of the attraction for such 
groups is clearly the location of the lighthouses far from our 
modern towns and cities, often on islands that are hard to reach 
and sometimes hard to leave. Groups may stay at a lighthouse 
for a few days or a whole summer, visits which present their 
own logistical problems where veggie patches are no longer 
tended and sheep might be considered excess baggage.  To 
help volunteers prepare for their experience the Friends of Deal 
Island produced a cookbook, containing a fantastic selection of 
tried and trusted recipes. I’ve chosen a rabbit recipe for no reason 
other than it fits my ‘Swallows and Amazons’ idea of lighthouse 
life, although I don’t think rabbit ever featured on the menu on 
Wild Cat Island and, as Don points out, rabbits couldn’t swim  
to Maatsuyker.

The Mitchell family’s possessions arrive at Eddystone Point by ox cart.  Photo: Don Mitchell 



a selection of the gifts available in rolph’s nautical gift & book shop at the Maritime Museum.
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Taroona and the light at She Oak Point    Photo: MMT Collection 


