
Last of  
the island 
light-keepers

ON A FINE DAY, when the sea 
over the continental shelf is 

glass smooth, one could be tempted 
to swim the eight kilometres from 
Narooma to Montagu Island. But 
when a low pressure cell sits off the 
coast, the big swells running 
between the island and the mainland 
build up and break in the narrow 
mouth of the notorious Narooma 
bar, preventing boats from leaving to 
service the island. 

The infidelity of the weather 
obviously tempted the local 
Aborigines of the Wagonga tribe, for 
there are middens of shellfish on the 
island, and it is recorded that up to 
150 members of the tribe perished 
when their flimsy bark canoes sank 
in a storm which caught them 
returning to the mainland. 

IN 1986, while I was editor of the 
Narooma News, I was fortunate to 
be invited out to Montague Island to 
interview the last of the island light
keepers before the manually 
operated light was replaced by an 
automatic mechanism and de
manned.  

New technology and cost savings 
meant lighthouse automation had 
been going on for some time around 
Australia and indeed the world. 
There was a mild local protest 
against demanning, citing loss of 
jobs, heritage protection and safety, 
but the policy went ahead without 
much outcry. 

A new solar powered light with 
automatic timing was to replace the 
old clockwork mechanism powered 
by a weight descending from the top 
of the tower. It is reputed a light
keeper slept directly under the 
weight so that it woke him up when 
it reached the bottom and he could 
wind it back up again.  

Montague Island’s last light-keepers Ian Wilson and John Short and their families.

Montague Island jetty



Head lightkeeper Ian Wilson was 
to retire to a landlubber job, while 
lightkeeper John Short and his 
family were staying on the island as 
caretakers employed by the National 
Parks and Wildlife Service to 
maintain the heritagelisted 
buildings. The island was to be a 
national park under State 
government control, while the 
lighthouse itself would remain with 
the Commonwealth because of its 
important maritime functions. 

NPWS had created a new 
maritime division and Ranger Ross 
Constable, with a Class 5 Master’s 
certificate, became commander of 
their new stateoftheart $100,000 
Shearwater. The 8.5 metre, 4.5 tonne 
Profisher was powered by twin 
130HP turbocharged diesels, and 
easily made the 25 knots needed to 
safely beat the swell as it rolled 
through the bar. 

With a cruising speed of 17 knots, 
it took 15 minutes to reach the 
island, for most of which I spent 
clinging to the central mast against 
the violent crashing and spray as we 
hit each wave.  

Once we reached the island the 
ordeal was not over as there is 

nothing like a safe harbour, and the 
short single jetty required a faithful 
leap from the boat as it came close. 
Even a moderate sea renders the 
small jetty useless, and the boat 
must anchor offshore while the 
residents ply to and fro in an 
aluminium dinghy. In rough weather 
even this is not safe, so the island is 
effectively isolated. 

Captain Cook sighted the island in 
1770 but thought it was part of the 
mainland, and it was not till 1790, 
when the convict transport the 
Surprise found itself in the passage 
between it and the the mainland, 
that it was recognised as an island. 

The Earl of Halifax, Lord Montagu 
Dunk, must have been the patron of 
Australian islands for it was named 
after him, as was Dunk Island off the 
coast of North Queensland. 

Lighthouse keepers formed a 
cultural clique of their own, with 
daughters of lighthouse keepers 
marrying other lighthouse keepers. 
They were never allowed to drink 
while on duty and the head keeper 
had the power of a ship's captain 
and could search the other men's 
quarters for grog.  

Even until demanning in 1987, 
the men were not allowed to leave 
the island on their days off — their 
wives carried out the weekend 
shopping trips alone — lest they go 
on a "bender" and fail to return. 

The light burned pressurised 
kerosene and was focused through 
an immense lens of cut quartz crystal 
— shrouded by day to prevent the 
reflection of the sun, which it cast on 
the mainland, from starting 
bushfires. It beamed out over the 
Pacific for the first time on 1 
November 1, 1881, when the 
lighthouse and station buildings 
were completed at a cost of £22,304.  

The contractor found the hardest 
granite in the world there, and 
quarried and cut the stone for the 
lighthouse and buildings onsite, and 
more was taken away to become the 
foundations of the Pitt Street Post 
Office in Sydney.  

A small army of stonemasons and 
labourers cut and fitted the island 
granite together tongueandgroove 
style, without the benefit of mortar, 
to fashion the lighthouse, which has 
three levels divided by castiron 
floors.  



Building materials were hauled 
from the jetty by tram to the hilltop, 
where carpenters and bricklayers 
constructed the keepers' quarters of 
bricks three deep, cement rendered 
on the outside and plastered on the 
inside. Expense wasn't spared on the 
internal fittings either, with cedar 
architraves, Baltic pine floors and 
slate mantlepieces. 

The Aborigines called the island 
"Barunguba" (shape of a boat). It 
featured prominently in their 
Dreaming as one of the sons of the 
mother mountain Dromedary. 
Indeed the island was linked by 
isthmus to the Dromedary headland 
before the sea level rose at the end 
of the last ice age. 

The 82ha of land comprises two 
hills — one granite and the other 
basalt — and is part of the same 
geological formation as Mt 
Dromedary. It is reputed that when it 
rains on the mountain, springs on 
the island fill with water. 

The constant nor'easterlies 
prevent any vegetation on the island 
from topping two metres and could 
drive a sensitive person crazy. 
However, the unsurpassed views, 
112km up the coast to Jervis Bay and 

80km south to Eden, would well 
make up. 

The extended continental shelf 
and warm northerly currents bring a 
proliferation of fish, and the marlin 
have made Narooma the game
fishing capital of Australia, 
wellknown in the United States from 
the writings of Zane Grey who 
holidayed there in the 1930s. 

Montagu Island is the largest 
offshore island on the NSW coast 
and has the only NSW colony or 
"haulout site" of Australian fur seals. 
The Island population is second only 
to Phillip Island in Victoria in size. Up 
to 600 male fur seals bask or frolic in 
the water.  

The seals are males who have 
been obliged to find a separate 
refuge from the breeding colonies of 
Bass Straight, hence the term 
bachelor quarters. Montague Island 
is the last remaining site along the 
NSW coast where the migrating seals 
feel safe to haul out of the water 
during their annual treks.  

It is home to Australia's largest 
population of little penguins, but in 
daylight the only clue that 6000 
nesting pairs of penguins inhabit the 

island is the occasional plaintive cry 
of a young bird. Montague Island is 
now considered an important bird 
sanctuary, with up to 17 species 
besides the penguins resident or 
regular visitors.  

It is the only place in the world 
where three species of shearwater 
nest and provides important 
breeding grounds for crested terns 
and silver gulls. Migrating southern 
right and humpback whales and 
dolphins are a common sight in the 
late winter and spring. 


