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South Channel Pile Light 

On a perfect, blue-sky day you could 

almost mistake the South Channel Pile Light, 

the last live-in lighthouse of its kind left in 

Australia, for an attractive weekender: a cosy, 

cottage-style weatherboard with wood-fired 

stove, bunk beds and spectacular 360-

degree bay views. After the pile light was built 

in 1874 to guide ships through Port Phillip 

Bay's narrow South Channel, the pioneering 

men who tended its kerosene lamp lived here 

for up to six weeks at a stretch. Apart from a 

weekly supply ship and a passenger ferry 

that would, weather permitting, fling over 

morning newspapers, they were cut off from 

the world. They drank rainwater collected on 

the roof and stored in tanks. On the upside, 

the fishing was great back then. 

In 1925 the live-in keepers departeq and 

an automated acetylene gas light took over. 

The lighthouse blinked on until 1985. After 

years of vandalism and neglect, Parks 

Victoria restored it in 1998 at a cost of 
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$630,000, and moved it by barge closer to 

the shore, three kilometres off Rye Beach. 

The octagonal building now sits on 

mussel-covered timber piles in nearly six 

metres of water. It remains off limits to the 

public because of problems with access (a 

single docking area is very narrow and the 

interior is small, only six metres wide, 

making it impractical for large groups). Parks 

Victoria hopes, however, that one day it will 

become a tourist attraction. 

With a warning from the skipper about 

the smell of bird poo, we step off the Parks 

Victoria launch and climb a guano-encrusted 

ladder, up a set of guano-encrusted wooden 

stairs to an ornate guano-encrusted 

veranda. Every surface is caked with the 

stuff. Greeting us at the top is a rotten 

gannet carcass half-wedged under the 

(guano-encrusted) balcony. Inside we find 

two well-kept, nicotine yellow-coloured 

rooms divided by a central wooden 

staircase. To the left is a lounge room that 

contains the original wood stove, chimney 

and cupboard space. To the right is a 

bedroom with four small bunk beds; one 

even has its scratchy hessian matting still 

intact. Behind a door by the staircase is the 

no-nonsense privy, a hole through which 

you could talk to seals. 

You have to travel single-file up the 

narrow stairs, minding your head. In the 

turret, the old gas lamp has been replaced 

with an electric model running on solar 

power. The bulb is changed every few years. 

The view through the octagonal window 

across the bay is spectacular, although the 

cramped space Uust enough room for two 

people) and sun through the glass makes it 

stuffy and less than romantic. 

Back downstairs we walk around the 

balcony to the inspector's office, which also 

was used as a storeroom and to house the 

heavy, concrete-lined acetylene bottles. 

Inside there are a few tools, including a 

long-handled scraper used by a contract 

cleaner once every two months to scrape off 

the corrosive bird poo. 

As the launch whisks us away from the 

historic structure and back to land, it strikes 

you how easy life has become. Oueenscliff 

resident and barracouta fisherman Lewis 

Ferrier, 81, recalls when his father, William 

John Ferrier, lived and worked at the Pile 

Light from 1905 to 1916. To combat the 

boredom, his dad painted intricate murals of 

ships on the walls. These have since been 

remove~ and put on display at the Polly 

Woodside Maritime Museum in Southbank. 

Ferrier was chuffed when invited as a 

VIP guest to the lighthouse after it was 

restored: "There's one word (for the feeling) 

when I got up on the ladder and I stood 

there and surveyed the scene as my father 

had done perhaps thousands of times. It's a 

• three-letter word. I was in awe." 
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