
PULLIN’ THE 
POTS 

A history of the Port Denison fisheries  

and their environs on  

Western Australia’s Abrolhos Coast 

 

 
 

Bruce Baskerville 

 

MMXXI 



Pullin’ the Pots 

Published by the 
Irwin Districts Historical Society Inc 

Old Police Station, 5 Waldeck St 
Dongara 6525 

Western Australia 
(08) 9927 1323 

Email: idhs@midwest.com.au 
Website: www.irwinhistory.org.au 

 
 
 

 
The Irwin Districts Historical Society is an association of people voluntarily working 

together in a spirit of stewardship to advance the history, culture and natural heritage of the 
Irwin Shire as a vital force in the development of a sustainable present and future for the 

Shire and its people. 
 

 
ISBN 978-0-9804983-5-3 

Published under Creative Commons Licence CC BY-NC 4.0  
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International 

 
 

Front Cover: Fishing Boats at Port Denison, oil on tin, Tom Reynolds, c1905 
Title Page: detail from Reynolds painting 

IDHS Collections, IROB 0211 
 

Every effort has been made to trace copyright holders and to obtain their permission for the use of copyright 
material. The author apologises for any errors or omissions in identifying copyright owners and would be 

grateful to be notified of any corrections for incorporation in future editions. 
 

Bruce Baskerville asserts his moral rights as the creator of this work under the Copyright Act 1968 (Cth) 
 

Font Garamond 10 and 12 point; Garamond Premier Pro 15 and 25 point 
 

 

  
Assisted by a grant from the  

Western Australian History Foundation 
  



Pullin’ the Pots 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The Irwin Districts Historical Society acknowledges the Wattandee People, 
traditional owners and continuing custodians of local land and sea, 

and pay respect to elders past and present. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Pullin’ the Pots 

 

TABLE OF 
CONTENTS 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ......................................................................... 1 

INTRODUCTION ......................................................................................2 

THE PLACE ................................................................................................4 

The Irwin Coast ................................................................................ 4 

Arurine Bay .................................................................................... 4 

Port Denison ................................................................................... 4 

1: THUNGARRA AND ARURINE ............................................................5 

2: PORT IRWIN ..........................................................................................6 

Commercial Port, 1860s to 1910s .............................................................. 6 

3: DONGARRA BEACH .............................................................................7 

Seaside Resort, 1910s to 1970s ................................................................. 7 



Pullin’ the Pots 

4: PORT DENISON.....................................................................................8 

Fishing Boat Harbour, 1950s to 2010s ......................................................... 8 

5: EBBING AND FLOWING ......................................................................9 

A Changing Place .............................................................................. 9 

Changing Coastal Cultures .................................................................... 9 

6: DOWN THE COAST ........................................................................... 10 

Cliff Head, Freshwater Point, Knobby Head and More ...................................... 10 

7: THE ISLANDS ...................................................................................... 11 

Houtman’s Abrolhos ......................................................................... 11 

REFLECTIONS ......................................................................................... 12 

CHRONOLOGY ....................................................................................... 13 

Gazetteer and Glossary ....................................................................... 16 

References .................................................................................... 25 
Primary .................................................................................................................. 25 
Secondary .............................................................................................................. 26 

Endnotes ..................................................................................... 28 
 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 

Thanks to the following people and organisations for their kind assistance in researching this 
study. 
 
Trish Parker, for undertaking 18 oral histories of people associated with the fishing industry 
on the Irwin coast, and having the histories transcribed and made available to the project. 
 
Members of the Dongara Professional Fishermen’s Association (DPFA) who provided their 
time and knowledge on many aspects of the recent history of rock lobster fishing. 
 
Geraldton Fishermen’s Co-operative who have so generously made available the Packout 
Room in the former Lives building on the Port Denison waterfront for the development of 
a Museum of Fishing and the Sea. 
 
The Western Australian History Foundation for a generous grant of $4,390 towards the 
costs of historical research and analysis. 
 
 
 

  



Pullin’ the Pots 

2 

INTRODUCTION 
The application to the Western Australian History Foundation for a grant to help fund the 
researching and writing of this book began with this paragraph: 

Fishing as a human activity in Western Australia is a relatively unresearched area of historical 
inquiry.  This project relates to the concept of a Museum of Fishing and the Sea being developed by 
the Irwin Districts Historical Society as part of a proposed conservation and adaptation of the 
historic Denison Fishermen’s Hall.  The project will provide a sound historical base for the museum 
proposal. 

Within just 52 days of the application being approved, Denison Fishermen’s Hall was no 
more.  It was demolished with unseemly haste by Irwin Shire Council between 10 and 15 
October 2019, only days before the Shire elections, and within hours of the Heritage Council 
of Western Australia determining that a protection order under the much-vaunted new 
Heritage Act 2018 was “not warranted”.1 

The demolition erased the historic building and its potential for adaptive reuse.  But it did 
not remove the impetus for exploring and understanding the history of fishing out of Port 
Denison.  If anything, the long community campaign to retain the Hall and develop a fishing 
museum, and the brutal destruction of the building, lead to an increase in interest about the 
histories of fishing and of Port Denison.   

The History Foundation of Western Australia provided a small grant of $4,390 to assist with 
researching and writing this history.  However, before the project could really get under way, 
the demolition of the Hall, around which much of the project was based, stymied the whole 
fishing history project, especially due to the demoralising effect it had on everyone involved 
in the project.  This was followed by the interruptions caused by the Covid 19 Pandemic 
which meant site visits and oral histories had to be deferred, and the closure of archives and 
restricted access to original research materials.   

However, by September 2020 the oral history program was finally able to commence, with 
assistance from a National Maritime Museum’s MMAPPS grant for transcribing the 
interviews, and a second grant for transcribing from the Midwest Ports Authority.  In 
September 2020 an alternative venue for the museum was made available through the 
generosity of the Geraldton Fishermen’s Co-operative in the Packout Room of the former 
live rock lobster processing facility on the Denison waterfront.  In September 2021 some 45 
people attended a presentation on the oral history project in the Packout Room which had 
interviewed 18 people from all areas of the fishing industry.  This was the first event held in 
the Packout Room, and a major step in the development of the history project with the oral 
history transcripts now available as a major archival resource. 
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At the same time the IDHS was able to engage top museum designers Creative Spaces to 
design the interior of the Packout Room museum and the museum branding.  The Packout 
Room is a pop-up, or interim museum, pending the ongoing development of the permanent 
museum to be known as the Museum of Fishing and the Sea, which will include the Packout 
Room and more spaces in the Lives building. 

This book, Pullin’ the Pots, remains a work in progress at this time (November 2021).  Apart 
from the oral history program, a significant amount of work has been undertaken to better 
understand the historical development of Port Denison, the fisher hamlets along the coast 
south of Port Denison, and the connections between Port Denison and the Abrolhos 
islands.  Published works by historians such as Howard Gray and Malcolm Tull have 
provided a sound basis for understanding the broader history of the fishing industry and the 
crayfish or rock lobster fishery, but there has been very little research on how the fishing 
communities of Port Denison fitted within this picture.  The IDHS collections contained a 
good collection of fishery photographic materials going back to the 1910s, and this has 
increased as knowledge of the project has spread.  It also holds a reasonable amount of 
biographical material on some of the early fishers, and some records of the early fishing 
industry.  It also holds a useful collection of artefacts dating from around the 1950s onwards.  
The Society’s extensive database has been invaluable in gaining access to these collections 
and identifying gaps.   

Now, after many interruptions and false starts, and the ongoing creation of an archive, the 
writing of this book is finally proceeding.  As chapters are completed, a revised version of 
the book will replace the current version on the IDHS website.  This will allow interested 
readers, of which there are now many, to see the work grow and provide feedback, 
comments, corrections and new materials as it proceeds.  In this sense, Pullin’ the Pots, like 
the Packout Room, is being written and developed by the community itself.  It is creating the 
knowledge of its own history.  I look forward to seeing this history of the Port Denison 
fisheries and their environs unfold. 

Bruce Baskerville 
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THE PLACE 
THE IRWIN COAST 

The Irwin Coast is the name used in this book to refer to the coastal littoral and islands, 
including the Houtman Abrolhos Islands, between North Island and Sandy Cape, just north 
of Jurien Bay, a length of some 260 kilometres.  The coast’s western fringe is the continental 
shelf, and its eastern margins are marked by the landmarks fishers at sea use for navigating 
these waters, of which Mt Horner Eurangoa is the key feature.  The Irwin Coast arcs 
northwesterly to the north of Flat Rocks at South Greenough, and although it overlaps to a 
degree the Batavia Coast, the two are not synonyms.   

This definition of the Irwin Coast is derived from the actual patterns of fishing boat 
movements from and between Port Denison and the fishing grounds, including sea lanes to 
all of the Abrolhos island groups.  The historical links between the Abrolhos and Port 
Denison fishers mean the term Abrolhos Coast is also used as an alternate name to Irwin 
Coast. 

 

ARURINE BAY 

 

 

PORT DENISON 
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1: THUNGARRA 
AND ARURINE 
Aboriginal people who called themselves Wattandee originally fished the reefs and waters of 
Arurine Bay, and the wetlands and channels of Thungarra.  They camped on the shores of 
the bay, leaving shellfish middens to record their long presence.  They observed passing 
Dutch and French ships in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, perhaps saw and 
interacted with survivors of the numerous East Indiamen wrecked on these shores.  They 
felt the impacts of American whalers destroying the local sea lion population in the 1830s.  
They felt the harsh impacts of colonisers arriving in the Irwin valley in the 1850s and saw 
them carve up their country and impose a new geometric landscape of fences and roads.  
They witnessed convict labourers cut a road through the sandhills and ti-tree flats from the 
Flats to the bay.  They were among the many Aboriginal men transported to Rottnest Island 
from the Denison Jetty after a trial in Dongara Courthouse from the 1870s to the turn of the 
century.  This is the way a white historian might write, an orderly sequence of dates and 
concrete events, all interacting with the outside world.  However, elders of the Wattandee 
people tell other stories in other ways to engage us with their older and continuing culture. 
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2: PORT IRWIN 
COMMERCIAL PORT, 1860S TO 1910S 
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3: DONGARRA 
BEACH 
SEASIDE RESORT, 1910S TO 1970S 
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4: PORT DENISON 
FISHING BOAT HARBOUR, 1950S TO 2010S 
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5: EBBING AND 
FLOWING 
A CHANGING PLACE 

 
 
CHANGING COASTAL CULTURES 
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6: DOWN THE 
COAST 
CLIFF HEAD, FRESHWATER POINT, KNOBBY HEAD AND MORE 
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7: THE ISLANDS 
HOUTMAN’S ABROLHOS 
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REFLECTIONS 
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CHRONOLOGY 
List of events in geological time, fishing, boat building, local and related histories,  

with notes and sources for further research 
Time Event Remarks and sources 
11,700BP Pleistocene Epoch comes to an end, 

Holocene Epoch commences. 
 
Irwin coastal dunes systems formed. 

End of the ‘ice ages’, sea 
levels begin to rise to 
present-day levels, climates 
gradually become similar to 
today.  Coastline along 
continental shelf begins to 
recede inland.  The 
Abrolhos ranges become 
islands. 

6,000BP Sea levels stabilise at present heights 
 
Arurine Bay shoreline takes its crescent 
form. 

Water levels in Yarranoo 
Muraja have been similar to 
today since about this time.  
York Gum woods, wattle 
thickets and flooded gum 
river flats became the 
dominant local ecosystems 
from around the same time. 
They are shaped by the land 
management practices of 
the Wattandee and 
neighbouring peoples.  

<1600s Rafts made of mangrove logs along the 
Kimberley coast, powered by pole 
movement 

Rod Dickson, They Kept This State Afloat: 
Shipbuilders, Boatbuilders and Shipwrights of 
WA 1829-1929, WA Maritime Museum, 
paper no 89, 1994: 1 

1600s Canoes based on Indonesian prau made 
and used along the Kimberley coast 

Dickson 1994: 1 

1696 De Vlamingh renames the Derbal Yerrigan 
the Swane Rivier and explores upstream, 
finding timbers from earlier shipwrecks 
on the estuary shores; sailing along the 
coast he sees the sandplains, flat-topped 
ranges and several headlands such as 
Leander Point. 

Philip Playford, Voyage of Discovery to Terra 
Australis by Willem de Vlamingh in 1696-97, 
Western Australian Museum, Perth 1998: 
31-42 

1727 Zeewijk survivors built a 16.5m sloep or 
sloop out of shipwreck timbers and 
mangrove on Gun Island in the 
Abrolhos, and sailed to Batavia.  Named 
Sloepie, it was the first known European 
boat built in Australia. 

Dickson 1994: 1; 
http://www.museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-
archaeology-db/wrecks/zeewijk  
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Time Event Remarks and sources 
c1750 Beginning of the Anthropocene Epoch Human activities begin to 

profoundly affect natural 
environmental processes 

1826-1831 Ship repairs undertaken at King George’s 
Sound 

Dickson 1994: 1 

1841 Lt John Lort Stokes on HMS Beagle 
charted the West Coast, including 
Arurine Bay 

Fishermen’s Memorial Plaque 

1843 Licensing of boats and boatmen, and 
payment of fines for not doing so to go 
to local Town council 

Licensing of Boats and Boatmen Ordinance 
1843, 7 Vict, 2 

   

1851-1868 About 90 convict shipwrights and 252 
convict boatmen transported to WA 
over 18 years, or 1.8% of all convicts. 

Sandra Taylor, “Who Were the Convicts? 
A statistical analysis of the convicts 
arriving in Western Australia in 1850/51, 
1861/62 and 1866/68”, in C.T. Stannage 
(ed.), Convictism in Western Australia, Studies 
in Western Australian History, 4 (1981), 19-
45, Table 13 

1856 Updated licensing of boats and boatmen 
to require nautical skills and ability to 
manage a boat, and for boats to be safe 
and sound. 

Licensing of Boats and Boatmen Ordinance 
1856, 19 Vict, 25  

1850s-1860s Shipwrights removed the partitioning in 
convict ships once the prisoners were 
discharged in Fremantle 

Rod Dickson, 1994: 9 

1870 WA Census records 20 shipwrights and 
boatbuilders, mostly in Perth.  It also 
recorded 30 pearl fishers, 35 whalers & 
fishermen, 266 mariners and 131 
boatmen.  One mariner lived in 
Dongara. 

1870 Census of Western Australia 

   

   

   

   

   

1892-98 First investigation and report on marine 
fisheries of south and south-western 
coasts 

Howard Gray, The Western Rock Lobster: 
Book 2 A History of the Fishery, Westralian 
Books, Geraldton 1999: 279 

   

   

   

1911-1914 Earliest recorded fishers in Dongarra: Ah 
Chow Sing, Ciro Garginilo, Juan Galli, 
Romalo Morassij, Emile Hanstrum 

Wises Post Office Directory, 1910, 1911, 1912, 
1913, 1914 

1912 First report on the biology of WA rock 
lobster species (Aldrich report) 

Howard Gray, 1999: 279 
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Time Event Remarks and sources 
1916 First recorded drowning of fishers off 

Port Denison, the brothers Albert (aged 
17) and Theo (aged 16) Money 

Fishermen’s Memorial Plaque,  
West Australian 11 February 1916: 11 

1941 Fisheries Department begins to collect 
fishery statistics based on 1˚ x 1˚ blocks, 
based on a Californian method 

Howard Gray, 1999: 279 

   

   

BP = before the present day 
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GAZETTEER AND GLOSSARY 
Gazetteer  
A Zone The Abrolhos fishing zone, a trapezoidal-shaped area 

surrounding the Abrolhos islands and entirely within the B 
Zone.  See also Zones 

Abrolhos Coast A synonym for Irwin Coast.  See Irwin Coast 
Abrolhos Islands Also Houtman’s Abrolhos.   
Arurine Bay 29˚16’07” S X 114˚55’20” E, open west-facing ocean bay 

between Leander Point and Thungarra Estuary, first charted in 
1844 by Lt John Lort Stokes on HMS Beagle, surveyed and 
name record by Surveyor Phelps in 1865, likely to be a 
Wattandee word possibly meaning rising water 

B Zone The northern fishing zone between the 30˚ and 21˚44’ (North 
West Cape) parallels, including Port Denison and the Irwin 
coast.  When first declared in 1948 Port Denison fell within 
the C Zone.  The north-western part of the Zone, known as 
the Big Bank Area, has been closed to lobster fishing since 
xxxx.  See also Zones 

Back Beach Older name for Seaspray, at the beach end of Church Street.  
See Seaspray. 

Beach Road The road from Dongara to Denison, constructed by convict 
labour in 1869 after a petition from the local colonists.  Now 
part of Point Leander Drive. 

Beach Street, Port 
Denison 

Now part of Point Leander Drive, one of the original streets in 
the Denison Town Plan laid out and named by Surveyor 
Phelps in 1867.  The street extended northwards from William 
Street to John Street, and the name indicated its location.  The 
northern section of Beach Street, fronting Denison caravan 
park, has been eroded away and a sea wall now occupies the 
alignment. 

Beacon A post or stake placed on a hill near the shore to guide 
shipping through the reefs.  The Denison Obelisks were 
preceded by the Denison Beacons, temporary timber posts 
holding oil lights that were lit at night.  See also Obelisks 

Big Bank Area See B Zone 
C Zone The southern fishing zone between the 30˚ and 34˚24’ (Cape 

Leeuwin) parallels.  See also Zones 
Capes Current  
Cliff Head (1) 29˚31’56” S X 114˚59’13” E, limestone headland, approx. 35 

kilometres south of Port Denison, named by Commander 
Archdeacon RN during his coastal survey in 1875, descriptive 
of the landform 

Cliff Head (2) 29˚31’56” S X 114˚59’13” E, former fisher hamlet located in 
the lee of the cliff.  The earliest shacks were built in 19xx, and 
almost all were demolished in 1996? 
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Cliff Head North Former fisher hamlet x kilometres north of Cliff Head 
Clio Bank 29˚15’39” S X 114˚14’21” E, named by Commander 

Archdeacon RN during his coastal survey in 1875 as Clio Reef, 
re-named Clio Bank in 1986 after survey by HMAS Moresby in 
1979 revealed the reef to be sand bank. Probably named in 
honour of HMS Clio, a corvette under the command of 
Commodore Frederick Stirling, son of Sir James Stirling, and 
flagship of the Royal Navy’s Australia Station 1870-1873.  Clio 
was the Greek muse of history. 

Continental Shelf See Shelf, The 
Denison See Port Denison 
Denison Common The surviving portion of the much larger Irwin Common 

Gazetted in 1874 (Crown Reserve 137).  Denison townsfolk 
grazed stock on the common up to the 1940s, and it was used 
for informal camping.  Although mainly sandhill country either 
side of Kailis Drive, and now subject to lime sand mining, a 
northerly extension of the Common to Denison includes 
South Beach.  See also South Beach 

Denison Foreshore The area between Leander Point and the hard stand, with 
Point Leander Drive on the east and the harbour waters on the 
west.  Gazetted as a public reserve for camping and recreation 
in 1912, the Moreton Bay Fig trees were planted in 1932 and 
1937.  The foreshore was a popular camping and caravan site 
until the Denison caravan park was opened in 1961.  The 
extensive lawns and other tree plantings are from the early 21st 
century.  The foreshore beach originally followed the crescent 
shape of Arurine Bay, but incremental reclamations have now 
divided it into two separate beaches.  See also Harbour Beach 
and Midden Beach 

Dongara 29˚31’56” S X 114˚59’13” E, town and shire seat on Dongara 
Flat, three kilometres north of Port Denison, town plan 
surveyed by xxx in 185x, name is an Anglicised version of 
Thungarra, earlier forms include Dhungarra, Dhoongarra, 
Dongarra, present spelling adopted in 1944. 

Dongarra Road A name that replaced Beach Road in the 1950s, now part of 
Point Leander Drive. 

Fishing Boat Harbour The inner part of Arurine Bay enclosed by the east and west 
breakwaters and containing both commercial and recreational 
fishery infrastructure such as jetties, boat pens, boat ramps and 
so on.  Built between 1976 and 1979 by the WA Department 
of Works and officially opened on 14 June 1979.  The boat 
pens were added to the Harbour in 2001 after lobbying by the 
Dongara Professional Fishermen’s Association.  The sign 
shown below indicates some of the formal terminology used in 
the harbour (photo date 27 October 2021) 
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Flat Rocks 29˚00’51” S X 114˚46’41” E, beach fishing and surfing spot 36 

kilometres north of Port Denison in the South Greenough 
area, the vernacular name refers to flat rocky reef ledges 
exposed at low tides.  Popular with local fishers and residents 
since at least the 1930s.  The site briefly marked the boundary 
between the B and C zones in 1948.  See Zones 

Freshwater Point 29˚36’15” S X 114˚58’26” E, limestone headland, approx. 40 
kilometres south of Port Denison, named by Commander 
Archdeacon RN during his coastal survey in 1875, who noted 
fresh water was available there. A former fisher hamlet was 
located in the lee of the cliff.  The earliest shacks were built in 
19xx, and almost all were demolished in 1996?  The hamlet 
developed because this was the closest coastal anchorage to 
the Continental Shelf, and an offshore fueling station for 
vessels operated between 19xx and 20xx.  Foreshore erosion 
since the mid-2000s has washed away much of the former 
hamlet site.  See also Little Freshwater Point 

Front Beach Older name for Denison Foreshore. 
Green Head 30˚04’20” S X 114˚57’52” E, headland and town 101 

kilometres south of Port Denison, just north of original Irwin 
shire boundary and of the 30˚ parallel boundary between the B 
and C Zones; sighted by Jonck on the Emeloort in 1658 and 
named De Qua Hoeck, re-named Green Head by Commander 
Archdeacon RN during his coastal survey in 1875, descriptive 
of the verdant vegetation. 

Harbour Beach Name applied the stretch of beach inside the Fishing Boat 
Harbour between the William Street Jetty ruins and the hard 
stand.  A popular location for beached dinghies. 

Hard Stand, the The reclaimed area in the north east corner of the Fishing Boat 
Harbour.  The northern side was reclaimed as part of the 
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Harbour construction in 1979, with a boat ramp; the southern 
side was reclaimed in 1999 to construct a wharf, boat pens and 
a live lobster processing facility. 

Herbert Street Jetty A temporary jetty built in the Landing Place in 1865, and the 
first jetty built in Arurine Bay.  See Landing Place, The 

Ironbarks Former fisher hamlet, north of Cliff Head, named for the 
grove of ironbarks (Melaleuca lanceolata) that provided shade for 
camping and shacks. 

Irwin Coast A name used in this book to refer to the coastal littoral and 
islands, including the Abrolhos, between North Island and 
Sandy Cape. 

Irwin River Watercourse, 140 kilometres in length, rising near Pindar, east 
of Mullewa, with four main tributaries: Mullewa Creek, Lockier 
River, Nangetty Creek and Sandplain Creek, flowing into 
Thungarra Estuary and the Indian Ocean.  Known to the 
Wattandee as Yarranoo Muraja, it was re-named by George 
Grey in 1839 in honour of his friend Major Frederick Irwin, 
Commandant of the colonial military forces.  See also Yarranoo 
Muraja 

Irwin, Shire of Local government district, of which Dongara is the shire seat 
and Port Denison the largest town, established as the Irwin 
Road Board district in 1871 with coastal boundaries from 
Bookara beach to Sandy Cape or Sandy Point.  The coastal 
boundary was extended in 1918 seven kilometres offshore to 
include all adjacent islands.  In 1928 the coast and islands areas 
from just south of Knobby Head were transferred to 
Carnamah Shire.  The Road Board District became a shire in 
1961. 

Knobby Head (1) 29˚39’47” S X 114˚57’36” E, limestone headland approx. 48 
kilometres south of Port Denison, named by Commander 
Archdeacon RN during his coastal survey in 1875, descriptive 
of the land form. 

Knobby Head (2) 29˚39’12” S X 114˚57’57” E, former fisher hamlet located 
about 1 kilometre north of the headland of the same name.  
The earliest shacks were built in 19xx, and almost all were 
demolished in 1996? 

Landing Place, The The small cove in the lee of Leander Point that was used as a 
landing place for lighters transferring goods between moored 
ships and the shore before 1865.  Also known as the Basin.  A 
favoured anchorage for fishing boats before construction of 
the Fishing Boat Harbour.  See also Herbert Street Jetty 

Leander Point 29˚16’36” S X 114˚54’51” E, limestone ledged headland at 
southern end of Arurine Bay, sighted by de Vlamingh in 1697, 
named by Commander Archdeacon RN during his coastal 
survey in 1875 after the brigantine Leander, wrecked in 1853 

Leander Reef  
Leeuwin Current  
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Little Freshwater Point Former fisher hamlet located 1.5 kilometres south of 
Freshwater Point.  The earliest shacks were built in 19xx, and 
almost all were demolished in 1996? See also Freshwater Point 

Marine Terrace, Port 
Denison 

Now part of Point Leander Drive, one of the original streets in 
the Denison Town Plan laid out and named by Surveyor 
Phelps in 1867.  Intended to be the ‘high street’ of Denison, it 
extended southwards from William Street to Herbert Street.  
The name indicates its location. 

Midden Beach Informal name for the beach inside the Fishing Boat Harbour 
between Leander Point and New Samuel Street Jetty, so-called 
because of the presence of Wattandee shell middens beneath 
the surviving foreshore vegetation.  A popular site for 
beaching dinghies. 

Obelisks A tall, four-sided tapering column terminating in a pyramid-
shaped pyramidion.  Two obelisks were built at Port Denison 
in 1869 with convict labour, one on Leander Point and the 
other about 1 kilometre inland on a 30 metre high sand ridge, 
and aligned with William Street and the William Street Jetty.  
The inland or Sandhills Obelisk was later encased in a stone 
shell to increase its size and visibility.  Aligning either the two 
obelisks or the Sandhills Obelisk and the William Street Light 
indicated passages through the reefs.  The Sandhills Obelisk 
was partly demolished in 1974 with explosives, and the 
Leander Point Obelisk was converted in a Fishermen’s 
Memorial in 1979.  See also beacons 

Point Leander See Leander Point 
Point Leander Drive Three kilometre road between Moreton Terrace, Dongara and 

Leander Point, Port Denison.  It is the principle route between 
the two towns, and named in 1976.  Previously the route 
consisted of several different street names.  See Beach Road, 
Beach Street, Dongarra Road, Stephen Street, Marine Terrace 

Port Denison 29˚16’36” S X 114˚55’03” E, fishing harbour and town on 
Arurine Bay, 3 kilometres south of Dongara, town plan 
surveyed and named by Surveyor Phelps in 1867 in honour of 
Sir William Denison, keen amateur fisher and serious shell 
collector, retiring Governor of Madras (now Chennai) and 
mentor of the-then Governor of WA John Stephen Hampton 

Samuel Street Jetty, New Built in 2000 of concrete, slightly south of the demolished Old 
Samuel Street Jetty, along with the adjacent recreational fishers 
boat ramps on a reclaimed part of the Harbour foreshore.  
This formally separated the commercial and recreational 
fishing facilities in the Harbour. 

Samuel Street Jetty, Old Aligned with Samuel Street, and built of jarrah and karri 
timbers in 1959 to provide access to the shore for professional 
fishers, with two swimming platforms added in later years.  
Demolished in 2000 despite a public campaign opposing its 
destruction. 
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Sandy Cape 30˚11’01” S X 114˚59’31” E, sand headland about 14 
kilometres north of Jurien Bay, seen by de Vlamingh in 1697, 
named by King on HMS Bathurst in 1822.  Also known as 
Sandy Point.  Southern boundary of Irwin shire from 1871 to 
1928. 

Sandy Point See Sandy Cape 
Seven Mile  
Shelf, The A contraction of the term Continental Shelf, referring to that 

part of the continent submerged beneath the sea that was 
largely dry land during the ice ages.  The shelf landscape retains 
many of the hills and valleys of those periods, but now as reefs 
and islands.  The outer edge of the shelf, where it begins to 
descend to the deep ocean floor, has been a known productive 
fishery since the 1960s 

South Beach A local name for the beach south of Leander Point, within 
Denison Common.  Popular with surfers since the 1930s, a 
road of compressed sand and seaweed was built to the beach 
in 1937 off George Street, Denison.  Present White Tops Road 
access built in 1997 as part of the Kailis Drive development. 

Stephen Street, Port 
Denison 

Now part of Point Leander Drive, one of the original streets in 
the Denison Town Plan laid out and named by Surveyor 
Phelps in 1867.  The street linked Beach Road and Beach 
Street, and its name honoured WA Governor John Stephen 
Hampton. 

Surf Beach A local name for the stretch of beach between the Harbour 
and Thungarra Estuary, popular for surfing before 
construction of the Harbour although still favoured by some 
surfers 

Thungarra Estuary 29˚15’32” S X 114˚55’13” E, estuary at the mouth of the Irwin 
River and northern end of Arurine Bay, an important marine 
nursery, a Wattandee name meaning ‘sea lion place’ (thunga = 
sea lion + arra = place) 

William Street Jetty ruins Surviving jarrah jetty pylons and cross beams in the Fishing 
Boat Harbour, aligned with William Street, built in 1869, partly 
with convict labour, and extended in 1885 and 1894 to a final 
length of 660 metres; damaged by fire in 1932, storms in 1933 
and a cyclone in 1937, partly dismantled in 1942, and finally 
demolished in 1961 with explosives, apart from the survived 
ruins which were adapted as a beach shelter roofed with ti-tree 
boughs. 

William Street Light An oil-powered light that was erected in 1869 on the crest of 
William Street to provide guidance to the jetty at night, aligned 
with a light at the end of the jetty for night navigation.  The 
lights were discontinued about 1912. 

Yarranoo Muraja A Wattandee name for the lower Irwin River, generally 
believed to mean ‘river that only flows in tears’, i.e. during 
floods, perhaps from errinoo ngooroo = tears, or possibly 
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errinoo mooroowa = river + elbow, perhaps referring to the 
‘elbow’ bend as the river enters the estuary.  See also Irwin River 

Zones The west coast fishery was divided into three zones in 1948, 
with a 29˚ parallel boundary (Flat Rocks), revised to the 30˚ 
parallel (Green Head) a few months later, originally to separate 
the Geraldton and Fremantle based fishing fleets and prevent 
concentrated exploitation of any one area, and now allowing 
for regionally-specific fishery management approaches.  See A 
Zone, B Zone and C Zone 

 
Glossary 
Bait basket  
Batten pot  
Boatman A person who hires out boats for transporting goods and 

passengers 
Cacca  
Camp A combination of a dwelling, jetty and various outbuildings 

occupied by fishers during the fishing season in the Abrolhos.  
Building materials were often salvaged – see also Shack 

Cockies cage pot  
Coxswain Pronounced coxs’n, a person in charge of navigating and 

steering a boat 
Crayfish  
Cutter  
Davy Jones’ Locker A euphemism for the bottom of sea to where drowned 

seafarers and wrecked vessels are consigned, also things 
thrown or fallen overboard.  A person buried at sea is said to 
have gone to Davy Jones’ Locker.  See also Fishermen’s Memorial 

Decky, Deckie The deckhand(s) labouring on a cray boat under the direction 
of the skipper 

Deep, The Poetic reference to the ocean 
Dinghy A small boat, often a tender to a larger boat, powered either by 

oars or an outboard motor.  A dinghy’s main use is to transfer 
things between larger boats and the shore.  The word is 
derived from the Telugu language word (around Madras) 
dingā, meaning boat, and was adopted by the Royal Navy to 
refer to a ship’s smallest boat.  Dinghies have been run ashore, 
or beached, for many years in the lee of Leander Point and 
more recently the north end of Harbour Beach. 

Fisher A person who catches fish of any sort, usually for a living but 
can also refer to recreational fishers.  Fisherman and 
fisherwoman are the gender-specific terms. 

Fishermen’s Memorial The Leander Point Obelisk was dedicated in an ecumenical 
service on 11 November 1979 as a memorial to fishers and 
other seafarers along the Irwin coast who have drowned or 
otherwise been lost to the sea.  A plaque on the obelisk base 
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records the names of those lost.  See also Davy Jones’ Locker and 
Obelisks 

Fishery (a)the harvesting and/or raising of fish and other aquatic 
creatures, (b) the place where such activities take place – also 
fishing ground 

Hamlet, fisher A small human settlement without public buildings, used in 
this study for the informal fisher communities on Crown land 
south of Port Denison that were all dispersed and the shacks 
demolished in the mid-1990s.  Sometimes disparaged as 
‘squatters’, shack holders usually paid some sort of annual rent 
or fee to the local shire. 

Jet boat Fishing boat with a shallow draught and propelled by water 
jets rather exterior propellers, favoured in shallow waters 

Lighter A small vessel used to move goods and passengers between 
the shore and a larger moored vessel, operated by a lighterman.  
Lighters were used in Arurine Bay before 1865, landing in the 
cove in the lee of Leander Point until a jetty was built. 

Mariner A navigator or professional sailor 
Moon ‘there’s a moon’ or similar phrases, referring to a period of a 

few nights either side of as full moon when crayfish are 
reticent to enter pots. 

Puerulus Late larval-stage lobsters that settle on inshore reefs along the 
west coast mainly between August and January each year. The 
puerulus settlement index, which is critical to predicting 
catches, is a monthly sampling program that shows a strong 
correlation with catches of lobsters three and four years later. 

Pullin’ Pots Retrieving the cray pots, usually each day, the take out the 
catch, remove or replace bait, remove or set (return to the 
water).  Other terms include changing the water, skinnin’ the 
pots, workin’ and so on.  An activity often photographed on 
fishing boats. 

Rock Lobster  
Shack Informal, unapproved structures built and furnished with 

recycled materials that were easily at hand.  Shack styles were 
idiosyncratic.  Many early holiday houses in Port Denison were 
built as shacks prior to 1930 (when building approvals began), 
and the dwellings in the fisher hamlets were all shacks.  See 
also Camp 

Skipper The fisher in command of a cray boat, whether navigating or 
steering, and holder of a ‘ticket’, or skipper’s qualification.  See 
also Ticket 

Sloop A sail boat with a single mast and one headsail in front of the 
mast and one mainsail aft (behind) the mast.  Many of the early 
fishing boats working out of Port Denison were sloops.  The 
word is derived from the Dutch sloep. 

Stick pot  
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Ticket A commercial skipper’s qualification, currently in coxswain, 
marine engine driver and master grades.  A recreational 
skippers ticket was introduced in 2006.  See also Skipper and 
Coxswain 

Wet-lining Fishing for scale or fin fish, using fishing lines, either from a 
boat of onshore 
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ENDNOTES 

1 File note, 11 October 2019, in file ‘Denison Hall’, IDHS Archives 
                                                


