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Wilsons Promontory is a very large group of granite hills, on Victoria’s east coast. This granite 
originates to the north on the Great Dividing Range, tracks across Bass Strait, leaving a trail of 
small islands, and eventually forms the north east coast of Tasmania, and continues as far as 
the picturesque Freycinet Peninsula.  The small islands and rocky outcrops across Bass Strait 
provide shelter to the kayakers who regularly paddle across the Strait. Flinders Island is the 
largest of these, and contains both national parks and a good deal of farm land, mostly used for 
sheep grazing. Tourism was and continues to be low key. 
 
I had spent a holiday on Flinders Island with some of my friends. We rented a three-bedroom 
weatherboard house from a local lady in her 70s. At that age she was still working. Her 
occupation was collecting raw sapphires. She lived alone in a tiny one-room shack, only a 
stone’s throw from the water’s edge. A small open fire, burning driftwood, provided warmth, and 
she cooked too using driftwood in a small combustion stove. A solar system provided electric 
light. She didn’t work every day, as the weather and waves had to be settled. But when 
conditions were right, she took her dingy out, not very far, into water 3 or 4 metres deep. She 
had hookah gear with which to breath, and a ‘vacuum cleaner’ powered by compressed air. She 
knew where to look, of course. The vacuum cleaner picked up the gravel, and automatically 
sorted it into a sapphire-rich mix, which she would then go through at the end of the day. She led 
a quiet, simple life, supplemented occasionally by tourists renting her two houses in the town. 
 
Rosemary and I owned a 5 metre open aluminium boat, powered by a 30hp outboard. In 
Australia these dinghies are generally referred to as “tinnies”. On this particular day we launched 
it from the beach at Walkerville, just to the north west of Wilsons Promontory.  The day started 
well. We had the usual stuff: spare fuel, snorkelling gear, camera, sun-cream, hats, towels, 
water and food. And emergency flares and lifejackets (now called PFDs… personal flotation 
device). Back in those days (1974) we had no mobile phone or VHF radio, so if anything went 
very wrong, we would be in trouble. However we had no intention of moving out of sight of land. 
And the boat was fitted with oars. The forecast was for a calm morning, with a southwest wind of 
15-20 knots due to arrive in the afternoon. While this sounded unpleasant, it would not be 
dangerous, so we were not concerned. Perhaps we should have been. 
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Our first stop was the seal colony on a rock outcrop just east of Cleft Island, or Skull Rock, as it 
is sometimes known. We took some photos. Skull Rock is remarkably photogenic. Millions of 
years ago, a huge gas bubble formed in molten rock deep below the earth’s surface… the rock 
that was later to form the granite of Skull Rock.  This amazing rock has the appearance of a 
huge skull, broken open on the western side. As you approach the rock from this side, your boat 
first comes under the lip of the outer edge of the top of the skull, about 40 or 50 metres above 
the sea. The day we were there, we could hear the sound of a few Cape Barren Geese, but we 
couldn’t see them. they must have been grazing inside the ‘skull’. A few metres farther on, and 
our boat came under the second, lower lip, this is about 10 metres above sea level.  Later we 
spoke to one of the rangers from Wilsons Promontory National Park. He told us that a canon ball 
had been found inside the skull… it would be interesting to know how it got there, and how long 
it had rested there. Presumably more than 200 years; perhaps a lot more. 
 

 
 
We left Skull Rock to its geese, and headed towards the western side of the Promontory. We ate 
lunch on a deserted beach, after pulling the dinghy onto the sand.  There was no sign of the 
afternoon breeze, so we explored the long beach of the bay. There were a few human footprints 
high up on the sand, but no other sign of other humans… just the way Rosemary and I liked it. 
Not even any plastic.  Getting back into the dinghy, we used the oars to pull out into water deep 
enough to start the outboard motor. I gave the recoil starting handle a good tug, but to my 
concern the starter rope snapped. Now what were we going to do?  To row all the way back to 
Walkerville, even in the present windless conditions, was clearly out of the question, but we 
certainly could row to Tidal River, where the camping area and rangers’ station was situated. 
However it was a long way to row, and would have us arriving after dark… not what we had 
planned for at all. 
 
“Why don’t you start the motor by spinning the propeller?” Rosemary suggested. “Are you crazy? 
that would never work” I replied, rather irritably. But I had to admit that I couldn’t think of anything 
else to do, so I decided to give it a go. To my amazement, and of course to our great excitement, 
the motor started on the first turn. 
 
We hugged the impressive granite coast for a while as we made our way north.  Rounding a 
small headland, a huge black crevasse appeared in the granite cliff. I slowed the boat, and we 
peered into the darkness. The crevasse seemed to just disappear into the cliff. And it was as 
wide as our boat, so potentially negotiable. “I hope you are not thinking of going inside”  … 
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Rosemary’s voice had adopted that stern ‘warning’ tone that I had heard before on several 
occasions. 
 
“Don’t worry, there aren’t even any waves, and the swell isn’t dangerous” 
 
Well, that was what I thought. There was in fact a very-long-wave-length swell, of perhaps 100-
150 cm, but the wavelength was so long that the passage of the crests could be measured in 
minutes rather than seconds, and as a result there was not the slightest sign of a breaking wave. 
The water simply rose and fell slowly against the granite walls. So, much against Rosemary’s 
better judgement, I nosed the small craft into the darkness.. slowly I might add.   
 
We got well inside and it became quite dark. It was one of those rare occasions (!) where my 
judgement let me down. It was fine while we were riding the crest of the swell. But as the swell 
dropped, the distance between the dinghy’s sides and the granite walls decreased. Then a 
crunching sound… aluminium on granite. The dinghy was suspended above the sea, which was 
still dropping.  The motor was idling, and the propeller turning slowly in air not water. “What did I 
tell you?”  The words I had expected did indeed come from Rosemary’s lips. Of course I had no 
reply, so I kept quiet. The water came back, as expected, lifted the boat, and we pushed 
ourselves backwards, sliding past the spectacular stone walls.  
 
Once back in the daylight, I breathed a sigh of relief. “There, wasn’t that fun?” I asked. This time 
is was Rosemary’s turn to make no reply, although I thought I noticed raised eyebrows. She 
didn’t need to say a word, the look she gave me said quite enough.  “Ok… next time I’ll take your 
advice”  was my reply.  Another look followed, clearly saying “I don’t believe you”.  Rosemary, 
like her cats, relied heavily on looks. 
 
The afternoon breeze, so long expected, arrived with a vengeance. “Let’s go home!”  On the 
morning trip south from Walkerville our trusty little boat had been planning on a calm sea, so we 
had made rapid progress. Now, with a wind much stronger than expected, I was amazed by the 
rapid build-up of the waves. And the shortest route back to the launching beach took us into 
deep water, well away from land.   
 
We slowed right down, we had to because of the size of the waves, but even so we were using 
up a lot of fuel compared with our morning run. Lucky we had spare. As the sun moved towards 
the horizon, we were still a long way out. A small commercial fishing boat passed close by. It 
would appear and almost disappear, depending on whether it was in a crest or a trough. When it 
was on the crest of a wave, of course, we could see it clearly, only a couple of hundred metres 
away. Then it would disappear into a trough, and all we could see was the very top of its radio 
aerial. How could such large waves appear so quickly?  Another look from Rosemary… 
Thankfully she was better under stress than me.  But women usually are… 
 
We got back to the launching beach, cold and wet, but in perfect safety, although it was well 
after dark. We pulled the boat onto the trailer, and settled back in the comfort of our car. Of 
course, we stopped at the first fish and chips café we could find… 


