
40'

15'10'5'144˚E55'50'45'40'35'30'25'20'15'10'5'143˚E55'50'45'40'35'30'25'20'15'10'5'

15'10'5'144˚E55'50'45'40'35'30'25'20'15'10'5'143˚E55'50'45'40'35'30'25'20'15'10'5'

35'

30'

25'

20'

15'

10'

5'

40˚

55'

50'

45'

40'

35'

30'

25'

20'

15'

10'

5'

35'

30'

25'

20'

15'

10'

5'

40˚

55'

50'

45'

40'

35'

30'

25'

20'

15'

10'

5'

S H I P W R E C K S  &  S A F E  H A V E N S

33
04

 e
.g

. 
de

si
gn

/T
hy

la
Si

gn
 S

ys
te

m
s

KING
ISLAND

MARITIME
TRAIL

KING ISLAND REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT ORGANISATION

Cape Wickham lighthouse

New Year Islands

Phoques Bay

Navarine Reef

Shannon wreck

British Admiral
wreck

Cataraqui wreck

Grassy harbour

Sea Elephant
Bay

Grassy Bay

Naracoopa
Blencathra

wreck

Seal Bay

Carnarvon Bay wreck

Victoria Cove

Harbinger Reef

Currie lighthouse and harbour

Neva wreck

Loch Leven wreck

YOU ARE HERE

RICHARD HOOPER The King Island Story

Currie Harbour 1866

“… difficult of approach and equally 
difficult to quit …”

“Currie, the only safe harbour for ships drawing

less than nine feet, is difficult of approach and

equally difficult to quit during gales from west

or south-west; at times, ship’s masters have

waited up to three weeks to get away.”

Sheila Burn, daughter of a Currie lighthouse

keeper, remembers watching ships trying to

enter the harbour in the 1930s.“Even at ten

years of age how I pitied those people as the

boat rose on one huge wave, then vanished from

sight in the deep trough before rising on the

next wave. For I too had travelled those seas and

knew how dreadful they could be.”

Appendicitis struck Sheila in her isolated home,

and she had to be evacuated to hospital without

delay. Lighthouse keeper’s daughter or not, it

doesn’t sound as if she made a very good

sailor—and who can blame her? 

“In a very short time I became extremely ill and

lay clinging to the lattice work on the top deck

where the ropes were usually coiled. Eventually

my father prised my fingers free and I was

carried down to the cabin. I can still see the

water breaking over the side of the boat and

splashing through the portholes.”

With only a handful of families living on King

Island at that time, any arrival was a major event:

“everyone who could, would go down to meet

the boat”. When a ship was able to enter the

harbour, Sheila’s father would raise a brightly

coloured flag on the tall mast beside the light-

house to let the islanders know.

But on many occasions he would be forced to

raise a round black banner instead—notice that

the ship had had to turn away to seek a safer

anchorage, sometimes as far away as Victoria.

Currie Harbour had its origins in the salvage trade that developed on King Island.

Two major shipwrecks occurred right here within a year, and crews scoured the coastline

for a sheltered harbour in which to load the rescued goods for shipping to Melbourne.

The only place to offer any protection was the landing spot used by David Howie,

Constable of the Straits, on his regular patrols to search for shipwrecks and escaped convicts.

When salvager Archibald Currie heard about “David Howie’s boat harbour” he set up camp

here, with huts, gardens and a smithy to guard the salvage of the Netherby, wrecked in 1866.

Whatever its shortcomings as a safe haven, there was no better spot available on the west

coast. Currie harbour remained King Island’s major port for a hundred years.

A port in the storm

Pictured below: Loading salvage from the Blencathra at Currie harbour, as

shown in the Illustrated Australian News, 24 March 1875.

—STATE LIBRARY OF VICTORIA

Netherby wreck

White knuckles

Sheila Burns’ memories of negotiating

Currie harbour in the 1930s are just as

relevant today. In the words of author

Richard Hooper,

It was never easy work entering or leaving the

little harbour, whether under sail or steam, nor

is it yet.

You seem to steer straight on to the reef till you

almost expect to hear the crash of the ship’s bows,

then the wheel spins rapidly, she turns in her

own length as the wheel goes hard down again.

If a big wave struck the ship there would be one

more set of ship’s ribs strewn along the coast.

The skipper will always take the wheel himself

when entering the harbour, and just at that

moment your conversation will cease to interest

him.


