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RED AND WHITE: We are so used to seeing the Tiritiri lighthouse as a ‘tall white 
tower’ that it is a shock to realise the tower was dark red for over half of its life. 
Sadly, we have no colour photograph of the red lighthouse, but the photo-shopped 
image on the cover (by Geoff Beals) is our best guess at its colour.
From left: The lighthouse circa 1935 being painted red (Auckland Star); the tower 
gets a coat of white paint from Joe Conlon and Henry Philips in 1964 (Peter Taylor).

1865 – 2015
This booklet commemorates the 150th anniversary of 

the Tiritiri Lighthouse on 1 January 2015.

The Tiritiri Lighthouse
The lighthouse compound on Tiritiri Matangi Island is the best-preserved and most 
easily accessible in New Zealand. Listed as a Category 1 historic place, it compris-
es the tower itself, three keepers’ houses, a workshop, three foghorns and a signal 
tower.
The Tiritiri lighthouse was the third to be built in New Zealand, and is the oldest still 
in operation. It was first lit on 1 January, 1865, when Auckland had a population of 
12,500, and steam was overtaking sail on the busy waters of the Hauraki Gulf.

THE TOWER: The prefabricated cast 
iron tower (designed by Maclean & Still-
man and manufactured by Simpson & 
Co) and the light (Chance Bros) came 
from England in the sailing ship Queen of 
the Deep. Twelve bullocks hauled the 75 
tons of material up the island. Construc-
tion workers lived in the two newly-built 
keepers’ cottages. From left: Looking 
up the interior spiral in the 1960s (Peter 
Taylor); looking down the staircase on a 
recent open day (Jim Eagles).

THE LIGHT: The second order dioptric light used a Fresnel lens with thick glass 
prisms to focus the relatively weak light from an oil lamp. It was initially fixed, 
not flashing as it is today, so the light shone in all directions. Within an hour of the 
light being lit the barque Meteor had sighted it from 26 miles out. The lamp initially 
burned canola oil, but was progressively upgraded to paraffin, pressurised kerosene 
in 1916, an automatic acetylene lamp in the 1920s and electricity in 1955 (left, Peter 
Taylor; right, Pat Greenfield). In 1882 a red glass panel was fitted over a portion of 
the light beam to warn shipping to avoid Flat Rock near Kawau Island.
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Lighthouse Timeline 
1841  NZ Government assumes ownership of Tiri as a lighthouse reserve
1864  Lighthouse and two keepers’ cottages built
1865  Lighthouse first illuminated 1 January 1865, burning colza (canola) oil
1879  Lighthouse converted to paraffin oil
1898  ‘Morse House’ built. Telegraphic line to Waiwera. 
1912  Signal Station built or modified for Auckland Harbour Board (AHB), two       
          signalmen and two keepers in residence
1912  Chief Signalman’s (Principal Keeper’s) house built and ‘The Fourth House’         
          brought from Grey’s Ave Auckland.
1916  Light converted to incandescent kerosene burner 22/2/1916
1918  Present two keepers’ houses built and Slaughter’s Gun Cotton Fog Signal   
          installed.
1925  Lighthouse automated with a flashing acetylene light, 30/4/1925. Island         
          under AHB administration – three signalmen. Keepers withdrawn
1935  Diaphonic foghorn and radio beacon (navigational aid) installed
1939  Royal NZ Naval Reservists arrive
1940  Port War Signal Station (PWSS) built near lighthouse
1941  Army Fortress Observation Post (FOP) built
1942  PWSS building moved to centre of island
1945  AHB returns after the War (three signalmen)
1947  AHB closes signal station 1/7/1947.  Lighthouse keepers return. Tower   
          painted white
1950s Workshop and engine shed built for three 10/2 Lister diesel generators
1955   Diesel generator installed. Electricity powers the light
1954–c1970 Fred Ladd and Bruce Packer operate Tourist Air Travel Ltd
c1955 Principal Keeper’s house demolished
1957  Radio beacon deactivated
1962  Lenses on lighthouse adjusted, making existing light brighter
1963  Relieving keepers’ quarters (‘The Bach’) built. 
1965  Davis Marine Light (11 million candlepower (cp) illuminated 12/3/1965
1967  Underwater cable from Whangaparaoa to Hobbs Beach. Mains power
1975  Lighthouse staff reduced to one keeper
1984  Light automated with quartz iodine light (1.6 million cp) and electronic   
          foghorn installed
1984  Last keeper (Ray Walter) withdrawn
1989  Mains power lost when cable fails for third time; light reverts to diesel generator
1990  Lighthouse solar-powered, automated and demanned
1991  New generator installed. Power part solar, part diesel. Light 300,000 cp
1995  Lighthouse closed to public 4/5/1995
1998  New wharf built
2002  Lighthouse boosted to 1.2 million cp

 

Keepers manned the light all night, sit-
ting up in the unheated tower, pumping 
up fuel, trimming wicks, keeping the log, 
and reading to pass the time. The first 
watch started at sunset when the light 
was lit; at midnight this man handed over 
to the second keeper whose watch end-
ed at sunrise. Cleanliness was essential 
to keep the lenses clear. As he left, the 
keeper crawled down backwards, wip-
ing each step with 
a kerosene-soaked 
rag. 
 Each morning the 
glass prisms of the 
lenses were dusted 
and polished and 
the light mecha-
nism maintained. 
The standby light 
and machinery 
were tested regu-
larly. 

Outside duties 
included fencing, 

maintaining the stock, and repairing 
buildings. It was heavy work, especial-
ly on ‘boat days’ when three months’ 
supplies arrived on a Lighthouse Ser-
vice supply ship – and the children got 
a holiday. At first the stores were landed 
at Hobbs Beach – a wet landing. Coal 
sacks were carried from the lighters to 
the shore on men’s backs. Fuel for the 
lighthouse came in four-gallon tins. The 

John the horse hauling the konaki up the hill in 1918 (J Bates).

Lighthouse keepers

At the wharf 1965 (Peter Taylor).
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Signal station
Separate from the lighthouse, Tiritiri  
had a Signal Station run by the Auck-
land Harbour Board (AHB). Signalmen 
communicated with shipping, initially 
with signal flags, later by Morse code, 
then radio. Flags were flown from a tall 
white mast just south of the lighthouse. 

To get messages to Auckland, which is 
too far for signal flags to be seen, large 
wicker baskets were put up the mast and 
read at Mt Victoria. The Supporters of 
Tiritiri Matangi plan to rebuild this mast 
which was taller than the lighthouse.

The AHB built the quaint octagonal 
Morse House c1885. It was connected 
by a telegraph cable to the mainland. 

The present Signal Tower was built in 
1908 and may have been only one storey 
high initially, but was raised up to two 
storeys around 1913. It has been restored 
and is often open for visitors.

It was compulsory by 1912 for a pi-
lot to guide all ships into Auckland, and 
many of the entries in the Tiri log books 
refer to requests for a pilot who liaised 
with the vessel off Rangitoto Island.

By 1913 the NZ Herald described 
Tiritiri as having ‘a settled appearance, 
there being four cottages’ for signalmen 
and lighthouse keepers. Over the years 
the balance of personnel changed: some-
times there were only keepers, some-
times only signalmen, and sometimes 
both. Signalmen were not moved around 
the country as keepers were, eg, Alfred 
King was on Tiritiri from 1928-36 and 
1945-47. In 1935 a radio beacon was in-
stalled to allow vessels to calculate their 
positions by triangulation with several 
such signals. It was discontinued in 1957.

Signalmen and lighthouse keepers had 

Above: Morse House in 1913.
Below: Lighthouse, watchtower 
and mast in 1935 (Auckland Star). station horse hauled the supplies up in a ko-

naki - a type of sled. Many trips were needed 
after each boat day. It was not until the war-
time that the first tractor arrived.

By the 1920s a wharf had been built. The 
wharf was last rebuilt in 1998 and is current-
ly used by ferries bringing 170 visitors per 
day to Tiri.

Injuries, especially strained backs, were 
common. However, Tiritiri was an easy 
lighthouse compared to many isolated post-
ings around the country and in the 1950s the 
legendary Fred Ladd of Tourist Air Travel 
with his Widgeon amphibian aircraft provid-
ed a valued life-
line for injured or 
ill keepers.

The lighthouse 
service moved 
keepers around 
the country every 
2-3 years. Keep-
ers travelled be-
tween lighthous-
es on the supply 
ships with their 
families and be-
longings.

to file weather reports every few hours. 
Today Tiritiri is part of the automatic 
weather service, Nowcasting, broadcast 
by NZ Coastguard. 

Left: Ray Wal-
ter, 1984 (NZ 
Herald).  
Below, top: 
Nancy Davies 
outside the 
tower, 1929 
(The Corre-
spondence 
School). Bot-
tom: Roberts 
family, c1918 
(J Bates).
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Living with a lighthouse

1899 (Marine Dept) 2002 (A Mitchell)

Peter Taylor 1965

‘Crash’ Harrison 
1939 (M Kay)

DOC Ranger 
Jennifer Haslam 
2007 
(Anne Rimmer)

Scott family 1966

1918 (J Bates)2014 (Geoff Beals)
Mike Pilone  1965 
(Peter Taylor)

David and Stephen Taylor 
c1960 (Peter Taylor)



While keepers worked long hours their 
wives – and every keeper and signalman 
had to be married – worked equally hard. 

The families had to be nearly self-suf-
ficient. They planted vegetable gardens, 
kept milking cows, sheep and chooks. 
Fishing was plentiful. Wives made but-
ter and baked endless loaves of bread. 
Dried and tinned food, household sup-
plies, clothing, even Christmas presents 
were ordered by telegraph or radio in 
time for the next boat.

A month’s leave was granted annually. 
But often the families found the noise 
and bustle of the city disturbing and, 
having little resistance, caught the cur-
rent cold or flu, and were glad to retreat 
to their island haven. 

Lighthouse children led carefree, bare-
foot lives, having the run of the island, 
swimming, making forts and cooking 
shellfish on campfires. It was essentially 
the same life in the 1980s as it was in the 
1880s. Children were schooled by their 
mothers, with the help of the admirable 
Correspondence School from 1922.  

But some wives found it a hard and 
lonely existence, with the added worry 
of dealing with sickness or injury. Con-
ditions were quite primitive: cooking 

was on a coal range which, on windy 
days, often refused to go, and kerosene 
lamps provided lighting. Rainwater for 
drinking was scarce in summer, and the 
toilet was a seat with a kerosene tin un-
derneath. This had to be emptied over 
the cliff, ideally on a rainy night. The 
children had this hated job. 

It wasn’t only the con-
tents of the toilet that 
went over the cliffs on 
Tiri. Derelict build-
ings such as the Chief 
Signalman’s house were 
pushed over, too.  
A surprising number of 
farm animals lost their 
footing, including John 
the horse in his old 
age, and more than one 
cow. The Walters’ cow, 
Candida, landed on a 
ledge halfway down an 
unfenced cliff and was 
fed for several days 
before she was finally 
pushed into the sea and 
swam to shore (at right, 
Ray Walter). 
Tragically, in 1880, 
Alfred Leith, the young 
son of a keeper, fell to 

HOUSES: The first two keepers cottages were built in 1864. Nestled just below the 
lighthouse, they looked north over the island. In 1912 a fine new house was built 
for the AHB’s Chief Signalman, and ‘The Fourth House’ was brought over from 
Auckland for a second signalman. In 1918 two new keepers’ houses were built to 
the Lighthouse Service’s standard plan. One is now the home of a Department of 
Conservation (DOC) ranger and the other the bunkhouse. Like all the lighthouse 
buildings they are painted white with red roofs. A small house for relieving keepers 
was built in 1963 above the eastern cliffs and is now another ranger’s residence. 
Above: The Tiritiri Station in 1902 (Winkelman, Auckland War Memorial Museum).

Family 
life 
on an 
isolated 
island

his death while picking 
pohutukawa flowers for 
his mother.  
The tractor skidded 
over the cliff in 1965. 
And when three of the 
boys on the previous 

page started Zorbing 
inside a corrugated iron 
water tank, they too were 
heading for the cliffs, but 
fortunately bailed out in 
time (as did the tractor 
driver).

Roberts and Lyon families in 1918 (J Bates).

Lighthouse children in 1965 
(Peter Taylor).
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In the days before radar, foghorns were 
essential. The first, a Slaughters Gun 
Cotton Powder apparatus, arrived in 
1918. Its dangerous explosive charg-
es were stored in a separate concrete 
building. This magazine, plus the base 
of the foghorn, still sits down the eastern 
cliffs. In 1935 a diaphonic foghorn was 
installed, its large cylindrical tank being 
floated across to the island. Now the only 
one of its kind in NZ, it has been restored 
by the Toi Toi Trekkers, who operate it 
on special occasions. An electronic fog-
horn replaced the diaphonic one in 1983. 
It was extremely loud and when its con-
trols stuck in the On position the keeper, 
Ray Walter, was very grateful when he 
was allowed to switch it off.

To the east of the lighthouse is the work-
shop and engine shed, built in the 1950s. 
This held the generators for the first 
electric light.

Concrete foundations mark the locations 
of WWII buildings. The Navy’s Port War 
Signal Station (PWSS) was built east of 
the foghorn. In 1942 the Army added 
a concrete tower to the Fourth House. 
Foundations and a concrete water tank 
remain from this Forward Observation 
Post (FOP). The PWSS was later shift-
ed to the centre of the island for a better 
view of the Tiri Channel. Tommy the 
horse, who had a vastly increased load 
with so many men on the island, finally 
cracked, refusing to veer from his cus-
tomary 15-year route from the wharf to 
the lighthouse, to service the PWSS. A 
tractor replaced him.

Slaughters Foghorn (Breckon).

Diaphonic foghorn arrives.

Foghorns, workshops 
and wartime relics

Sailors back from leave c1940 (M Kay).

After the Second World War AHB sig-
nalmen briefly returned to Tiritiri, but 
left in 1947 when the signal tower was 
closed. Lighthouse keepers returned, 
and the tower was painted white. 

From 1965-1984 Tiritiri was the 
brightest light in the southern hemi-
sphere. The old Fresnel lenses (which 
have disappeared) were replaced by the 
Davis Marine Light (shown above, Peter 
Taylor) with a xenon bulb. Every 15 sec-
onds, the Tiritiri light swept a brilliant 
beam across the bedroom walls of Auck-
land’s North Shore.

The lighthouse was automated and 
demanned in 1984. Ray Walter was the 
last lighthouse keeper, but he remained 

on Tiri to manage the restoration project 
and was the DOC Ranger until he retired 
in 2006. 

Today solar panels and batteries sup-
ply electricity to a 1.2-million-cp light, 
with a diesel generator backup. 

The lighthouse tower, open for tours 
since 1865, was closed to the public 
in 1995 and is now open only once or 
twice a year. It is run by Maritime NZ. 
Buildings in the lighthouse compound 
are mostly powered by electricity from 
solar panels, with solar water heating, 
and rainwater collected from the roofs. 

The lighthouse compound is admin-
istered by the Department of Conserva-
tion.

Modern times
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Lighthouses are an important part of 
New Zealand’s history. With the number 
of visitors to the island and the Tiritiri 
lighthouse compound being one of the 
most accessible in New Zealand, the 
SOTM has long wished to create a light-
house museum to house its growing col-
lection of artefacts.  

Now the need is urgent because al-
though we do not know where Tiritiri’s 
second-order light has gone, we have ac-
quired an even greater prize in an orig-
inal first-order dioptric light, complete 
with lenses, light, and turning mecha-
nism.  This light was in the Cuvier Island 
lighthouse from 1889-1982.  

Rescued from a storage shed in the 
Pureora Forest, the 8-tonne, 6.5m high 
light has been lovingly restored by a 
team of volunteers led by Ray Walter 
who operated identical lights during his 
30-year career as a lighthouse keeper.

One of only a few such lights in the 
world the Cuvier light is now on Tiri 
and awaiting a home where it can be dis-
played in operating condition. 

Pending funding and planning permis-
sion, the old Workshop/Engine Shed just 
east of the Lighthouse will be enlarged 
to house the proposed Tiritiri Lighthouse 
Museum. 

Donations of money or items would 
be most welcome.

Top: Ray Walter and Ian Higgins 
with part of the Cuvier lens (Jim 
Eagles). Bottom: Ian with the lens 
from the Inchkeith Light in the 
Museum of Scotland  (Cathy Catto).

A lighthouse museumTiritiri 
Lighthouse 
technical 
details
Location: latitude 
36°36’ south, longitude 
174°54’ east

Elevation: 91 metres 
above sea level

Construction: cast iron 
tower

Tower height: 21 metres

Light configuration: 
modern rotating beacon

Power: 1.2 million 
candle power

Light flash character: 
white light flashing once 
every 15 seconds

Power source: batteries 
charged by solar panels

Range: 18 nautical miles 
(33 kilometres)

Date light first lit: 
1 January 1865

Automated: 1984

Demanned: 1984
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This booklet is produced by the Supporters of Tiritiri Matangi Inc. whose 
volunteers work with the Department of Conservation to preserve and 
enhance Tiritiri Matangi Island. You can find out about SoTM at: www.
tiritirimatangi.org.nz or phone the Island Visitor Centre at 09 476 0010

Tiritiri lighthouse once again glows red 
in a trial run for its 150th anniversary 
celebrations (Ian Higgins).

For further information about the 
Tiritiri Matangi restoration project or 
the Tiritiri Lighthouse refer to:
Tiritiri Matangi: a Model of 
Conservation, by Anne Rimmer, 
published by Tandem Press 2004, 
updated edition published by Random 
House 2009. Available from the Tiri 
shop.
 Lighting The Coast, A History Of New 
Zealand’s Coastal Lighthouse System, 
by Helen Beaglehole published by 
Canterbury University Press, 2006.
Always The Sound Of The Sea, by 
Helen Beaglehole published by Craig 
Potton Publishing 2009.
The Tall White Tower, by W.E.H. 
Creamer, revised edition published by 
the University of Otago 2013.
As Darker Grows the Night, by Peter 
Taylor published by Hodder and 
Stoughton 1975.
Dawn Chorus, the magazine of SoTM, 
published quarterly.
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