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Statement of Significance: 

The Cataraqui disaster in 1845 demonstrates the shipping hazards of Bass Strait, particularly in the days before fixed 

navigational aids were established. This was one of many shipwrecks that together prompted the development of a coastal 

lighting system through Bass Strait, the territorial waters shared by Tasmania and Victoria. The scale of loss of life on the 

Cataraqui defines it as Tasmania’s and indeed Australia’s worst civilian shipwreck . The coastal dunes near where the disaster 

occurred represent Tasmania’s largest shipwreck burial site . The Cataraqui burials have the potential to inform about 

nineteenth-century Van Diemen’s Land/Tasmanian mass burial practices. The wreck site itself also potentially has 

archaeological value, enabling comparison between this and other wreck sites in Tasmanian waters . The Cataraqui disaster has 

a special association with ex-convict sealer, hunter and trader David Howie (1815‒59). His efforts to supply Cataraqui survivors 

and his burial of about 342 Cataraqui victims established his reputation as a rescuer and protector of distressed Bass Strait 

mariners and passengers.

(non-statutory summary)

The Heritage Council may enter a place in the Heritage Register if it meets one or more of the following criteria from 

the Historic Cultural Heritage Act 1995:

Why is it significant?:

a)

The Cataraqui disaster in 1845 demonstrates the shipping hazards of Bass Strait, particularly in the days before fixed 

navigational aids were established. This was one of many shipwrecks that together prompted the development of a 

coastal lighting system through Bass Strait, the territorial waters shared by Tasmania and Victoria.

The place is important to the course or pattern of Tasmania’s history.

b)

The scale of loss of life on the Cataraqui defines it as Tasmania’s and indeed Australia’s worst civilian shipwreck . The 

coastal dunes near where the disaster occurred represent Tasmania’s largest shipwreck burial site .

The place possesses uncommon or rare aspects of Tasmania’s history.

c)

The 1995 memorial cairn to the Cataraqui disaster is believed to stand on the largest mass grave site containing 206 

bodies, although this has not been tested by an archaeological dig. The exact location of other burial sites is 

unknown, but it is possible that advanced exploration techniques will verify burial sites in the future. Although the 

Cataraqui wreck site and burial sites are territorially Tasmanian, the deceased were not Van Diemen’s 

Land/Tasmanian emigrants or residents, so their bodies do not contain the potential to provide evidence about 

intended emigrants to Tasmania. However, these sites do have the potential to inform about nineteenth- century Van 

Diemen’s Land/Tasmanian mass burial practices, particularly in comparison with similar sites such as the mass 

grave of victims of the Neva shipwreck on King Island and that of George the Third fatalities near Southport. The 

wreck site itself also potentially has archaeological value, enabling comparison between this and other wreck sites in 

Tasmanian waters.

The place has the potential to yield information that will contribute to an understanding of Tasmania’s history.

d)

No Data Recorded

The place is important in demonstrating the principal characteristics of a class of place in Tasmania’s history.

e)

No Data Recorded

The place is important in demonstrating a high degree of creative or technical achievement.

f)

No Data Recorded

The place has a strong or special association with a particular community or cultural group for social or 

spiritual reasons.

g)

Ex-convict sealer, hunter and trader David Howie (1815‒59) is a well- known Tasmanian historical figure who has been 

the subject of a biography and is regarded as being almost synonymous with the Cataraqui disaster. His efforts to 

supply Cataraqui survivors and his burial of about 342 Cataraqui victims established his reputation as a rescuer and 

protector of distressed Bass Strait mariners and passengers. He was rewarded for aiding the Cataraqui survivors and 

afterwards appointed ‘Special Constable for King Island’.

The place has a special association with the life or works of a person, or group of persons, of importance in 

Tasmania’s history.

h) The place is important in exhibiting particular aesthetic characteristics.

No Data Recorded

Page 2 of 7Report Date: Friday, February 17, 2023  



Heritage approval is required for work that will result in changes to the nature or appearance

(www.heritage.tas.gov.au)

information about the level of approval required and appropriate outcomes.

Please refer to the Heritage Council's Works Guidelines 

of the fabric of a Heritage place, both internal and external.

for

Heritage Advisors are also available to answer questions and provide guidance on

enquiries@heritage.tas.gov.au or Tel 1300850332

This data sheet is intended to provide sufficient information and justification for listing the 

place on the Heritage Register. Under the legislation, only one of the criteria needs to be 

met. The data sheet is not intended to be a comprehensive inventory of the heritage 

values of the place, there may be other heritage values of interest to the Heritage Council 

not currently acknowledged.

Setting:

The site of the Cataraqui disaster is at Fitzmaurice Bay, on the rocky seashore of the west coast of King Island, Bass 

Strait, an area buffeted by westerly winds (the so-called ‘Roaring Forties’). The area is remote and sparsely populated, 

the principal King Island town of Currie being 15 km to the north.

Description:

The site of the disaster and the mass burial are unchanged since 1845 except for several vehicular tracks, paddock 

fences and two memorials.

 

Shipwreck (1845)

Remains of the Cataraqui are below the water line about 100 metres from the shore at approx. 233980E, 5564430N, 

nothing being visible on the surface. Many pieces of wreckage are in the King Island Museum and do not form part of 

the registration.

 

Graves (1845)

There are five mass graves dug by David Howie and others in 1845, plus some individual graves. The largest of the 

mass graves, containing 206 bodies, spanning a surface area of about 5 metres by 4 metres and 3.7 metres deep, is 

thought to be beneath the 1995 memorial cairn at approx. 234260E, 5564080N. While this site does not tally with 

Howie’s report that the largest grave ‘was within 100 yards of where the wreck took place’, it apparently matches the 

one depicted in an 1854 sketch. The locations of the other graves are unknown. Howie claimed that the second grave, 

containing 50 bodies, was about one mile from the main grave ( ‘Port Phillip’ 1846). The other three mass graves 

contained 20, 16 and 10 bodies respectively. The main grave was originally fenced. In addition, about 40 bodies found 

in various places along the shore were buried separately or in smaller groups, making about 342 burials in all (‘Port 

Phillip’ 1846). That leaves about 58 victims’ bodies unaccounted for, but some of these 58 may have been buried by 

survivors of the disaster in the days following it ( ‘Appalling incident’ 1845).

 

Memorials (1956 and 1995)

In 1848 the Port Phillip Government arranged for an iron memorial to commemorate those lost in the disaster, but it 

has not survived. In 1956 the King Island Council replaced the original memorial with a pyramid-shaped stone and 

concrete cairn built near the shore at approx. 234120E, 5564450N. In 1995, in time for the 150th anniversary of the 

Cataraqui disaster, the Lions Club of King Island built a new cairn at approx. 234260E, 45564080N on what was 

thought to be the grass covering the largest grave site. This memorial lists the names and ages of each passenger 

and crew member.

 

The registered area includes the wreck site, the site of the 1956 memorial and the probable main grave site beneath 

the 1995 memorial. Given the unknown locations of many graves and the likely dispersal of these along the coastline, 

it is not intended to try to register all Cataraqui burials.

History:

The discovery of Bass Strait by George Bass and Matthew Flinders in 1798 gave mariners bound for Sydney and later 

Port Phillip a shorter alternative to rounding the southern coast of Van Diemen’s Land . While this route facilitated the 

movement of goods and people, Bass Strait was difficult to navigate, notoriously rough and contained dangerous 

obstacles in the form of islands and reefs.

 

The Cataraqui, a Canadian-built barque, sailed from Liverpool on 20 April 1845, carrying 367 passengers and 44 crew 
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to the colony of Port Phillip, later Victoria (Lemon and Morgan 2014, p.165). These were bounty emigrants, that is, 

emigrants sent to one of the Australian colonies by an entrepreneur as part of a private bounty scheme rather than as 

government-assisted settlers. The entrepreneur, in this case Liverpool shipping firm William Smith and Sons, would 

recoup its investment from the relevant colonial government when and if on arrival the emigrants met the criteria set 

out by the Colonial Land and Emigration Commissioners. The colonies wanted labourers and servants, single men 

and women and young married couples, preferably childless ones (Lemon and Morgan 2014, pp.24‒31). The 

Cataraqui’s passenger list, which included 61 families, with nearly half of those on board 14 years old or younger, was 

clearly going to fail the eligibility test (Lemon and Morgan 2014, p.32). About 123 of the passengers were from 

scattered locations in Ireland. Ninety-eight emigrants came from Oxfordshire, including thirteen families from adjacent 

towns, and 96 from Bedfordshire and Cambridgeshire (Lemon and Morgan 2014, p.42 and 46). The other 49 

passengers were from Lincolnshire, Leicestershire, Nottinghamshire, Buckinghamshire, the Isle of Man and probably 

one from Gloucestershire (Lemon and Morgan 2014, p.51). One-hundred-and-two of the 367 emigrants were aided 

under the provisions of England’s Poor Law Amendment Act 1834, that is, legislation which encouraged British 

parishes to sponsor sending poor constituents to other colonies, rather than paying continual welfare. Rural poverty 

and lack of opportunity alone cannot explain why most passengers joined the Cataraqui. ‘Networks of kin’ were also 

important (Lemon and Morgan 2014, p.32), that is, many went because their families and neighbours did, one 

example being the 42 residents of the Oxfordshire village of Tackley (Lemon and Morgan 2014, pp.42‒48). Five babies 

were born during the four-month voyage, but six babies and one crew member died during this time, making 409 

aboard at the time of the disaster (Lemon and Morgan 2014, p.165).

 

After reaching Cape Town, South Africa, and rounding the Cape of Good Hope, the Cataraqui struck storms during its 

passage across the Indian Ocean. For weeks it was impossible to navigate accurately because no readings could be 

taken from the sun or stars. On 31 July 1845, during a brief respite from the rain and gales, Captain Christopher Finlay 

took an observation that placed the ship at the entrance to Bass Strait—perhaps only a few days’ sailing from its 

destination. Progress was, of course, weather dependent, and soon another gale interrupted navigation. At about 4 am 

on 4 August 1845, a time when the captain believed the Cataraqui was close to the Victorian coast, it struck a reef 

much further south, about 100 metres off the western shore of King Island. Battered by huge waves, the ship broke up 

over the course of the next 24 hours, leaving just a handful of people clinging to wreckage. Only nine people got 

ashore before the vessel disintegrated. The deaths of the remaining 400 passengers and crew marks the Cataraqui 

wreck as the worst civilian maritime disaster recorded in Australia (Lemon and Morgan 2014, pp.67‒80).

 

Only one immigrant, Solomon Brown, survived to fulfil his intended future as a Victorian agricultural labourer (Lemon 

and Morgan 2014, p.124). He and the eight surviving crew members were found by ex-convict sealer, hunter and trader 

David Howie (1815‒59), who was also wrecked on the island. Howie supplied the Cataraqui survivors until a passing 

ship, the Midge, collected them in early September. It was not until 13 September 1845, as the Midge arrived in Port 

Phillip, that the disaster of the Cataraqui became publicly known (Lemon and Morgan 2014, p.98). 

 

David Howie and the mass burial

David Howie received a seven-year gaol sentence for burglary at Edinburgh in 1836 and was transported to Van 

Diemen’s Land on the Elphinstone (2), arriving 2 October 1837. Initially he was assigned to Theophilus Lightfoot at 

New Norfolk, but after numerous misconduct charges in 1839 he was appointed a constable in Launceston (Conduct 

record). Howie received a ticket-of-leave in 1841 for his efforts to stop a man named Michael Farrell from being burnt to 

death (Editorial 1841). In the following year he again demonstrated his enterprise by joining a party sent out on the 

government cutter Vansittart from Launceston to Macquarie Harbour to rescue Lieutenant-Governor Sir John Franklin 

and a party searching for him. This effort won him a conditional pardon (‘for special service in the Police Department of 

the Colony’) which was granted on 8 September 1842 (Editorial 1842; conduct record). By the time Howie’s sentence 

expired in October 1843, earning him a certificate of freedom (‘Government notice no.268 ’ 1843), he appears to have 

established himself as a hunter and trader in the Bass Strait islands, hence his presence on King Island at the time of 

the Cataraqui disaster.

 

A Melbourne subscription committee awarded Howie 40 guineas and a gold medal in recognition of his efforts to aid 

the Cataraqui survivors (Lemon and Morgan 2014, p.107). He also won a contract to bury the Cataraqui disaster 

victims. Howie reported burying about 342 people in several mass graves above the high-water level, the largest 

containing 206 bodies, followed by others containing 50, 20, 16 and 10, plus about 40 corpses in individual graves 

(‘Port Phillip’ 1846).

 

Howie has since become the embodiment of Treasure Island-style legends of Bass Strait lawlessness, a ‘pirate’ and 

‘wrecker’ who lured ship captains to destruction, robbed the Cataraqui corpses and stashed his loot on Robbins Island 

(Buckby 2003, pp.169‒71; Lemon and Morgan 2014, p.136). His recorded opposition to establishing a light house on 

King Island (Nixon 1857, pp.94‒95) and his flair for the dramatic probably encouraged these lurid tales.

 

The closest thing we have to a first-hand account of the burial process came via Tasmania’s Anglican Bishop Francis 

Nixon, who Howie guided to the Cataraqui disaster site in 1854. At this time, the nearby coast was still strewn with 
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wreckage, the ship’s structural timbers, doors, planks, spars, casks and iron bracing. Howie appears to have fed 

Nixon an account of the shipwreck and burials that would satisfy a Gothic horror novel but, more importantly, Nixon 

sketched the main grave site with its picket fence, this being the only visual record of the location of any of the burials 

(Nixon 1857, pp.91‒100). This fence was destroyed by fire in 1867 ( ‘WD’ 1884; ‘Jno Rollo’ 1884) and the unmarked 

locations of all the graves became indistinguishable. A visiting amateur naturalist Archibald Campbell took photos of 

the original memorial and the wreck site in 1887 but did not record grave sites (Campbell 1908).

 

Howie’s subsequent career

Howie’s post-Cataraqui career was that of a coastal trader with an eye for an opportunity and a reputation as a 

rescuer of mariners in distress (‘Shipping news’ 1855 and 1856). In 1847 he was appointed ‘Special Constable for 

King Island’, where an Aboriginal woman known as Maria supplied him with kangaroo and wallaby skins (‘The last of 

the King Islanders’ 1854). In 1849–50 Howie exploited a guano deposit on Albatross Island which while cheaper than 

guano imported from Peru also proved less potent a fertiliser (Bartley 1855). On his cutter the David Howie he traded 

between Launceston and Circular Head, Woolnorth and Robbins Island, his cargo including livestock, wool, palings, 

oats and potatoes as well as the Circular Head mail. In 1852–53 he tried his hand at the Victorian gold rushes, and 

afterwards occasionally traded in Melbourne. He rented and farmed Robbins Island ( ‘Wanted’ 1855; ‘Twenty pounds 

reward’ 1859) and in 1855 claimed to also occupy the nearby Petrel Islands, Walker and Perkins Islands (‘Notice to 

sealers, hunters, and others’ 1855), possibly engaging in sealing and hunting there. The drowning of Howie’s first wife 

Mary Bogue, their child and two others in the capsize of his cutter in 1851 ( ‘Shipping intelligence’ 1851) anticipated 

his own death on the sea in 1859 (‘Fatal accident at Circular Head’ 1859).

 

The establishment of Bass Strait lighthouses

The Cataraqui disaster was one of many shipwrecks that together prompted the establishment of a system of fixed 

navigational aids in Bass Strait. Planning for these began as early as 1841. At a time when there was no separate 

colony of Victoria, Van Diemen’s Land’s Lieutenant-Governor Sir John Franklin sought the co-operation of New South 

Wales in construction of the Deal Island light, THR#1428 (Parks and Wildlife Service Tasmania 2005, p.23). This 

jointly-funded lighthouse opened in 1848, and after 1851 the new colonial government of Victoria also co-operated in 

the maintenance of this mutually beneficial light, making this an early example of cooperation between three colonies 

in a precursor to federation (Ratcliff 2015, p.1933).

 

In 1846, in a direct response to the Cataraqui disaster, the British Admiralty banned the use of Bass Strait as a 

shipping channel until a lighthouse was established at Cape Otway on the Victorian coast two years later (Lemon and 

Morgan 2014, p.141). However, the placement of lights which directed vessels specifically away from King Island’s 

west coast took many more years, partly because of poor communication (Lemon and Morgan 2014, p.138‒39) and 

partly because of Van Diemen’s Land’s/Tasmania’s reluctance to spend money during its 1850s economic 

contraction. While Victoria and New South Wales were being invigorated economically by gold rushes , Van Diemen’s 

Land initially benefited from the timber trade to Victoria but then slumped into economic depression . In 1853 a select 

committee of the Victorian Legislative Council recommended further lights along the Victorian coast , but not even six 

more shipwrecks on King Island’s west coast could stir the colonies into joint action . In 1856 Sir William Denison, 

Governor of New South Wales and Governor-General of the Australian colonies, suggested a board of delegates 

representing the four colonies of New South Wales, Victoria, South Australia and Tasmania be responsible for the 

construction and maintenance of lighthouses (Reid 1988, p.65). The building of the Cape Wickham Lighthouse on the 

northern tip of King Island in 1861 only came about because Victoria and New South Wales agreed to bear 

three-quarters of the cost (Reid 1988, p.50). King Island’s west coast ceased to be a shipping graveyard in 1879 when 

an additional lighthouse was established at Currie (Lemon and Morgan 2014, pp.139‒40).

 

Memorialisation of the Cataraqui wreck and grave sites

In 1848 Francis Pillman, contractor for the Cape Otway Lighthouse, erected the original iron monument to the 

Cataraqui disaster on behalf of the Port Phillip government. It disintegrated within 70 years but was replaced by the 

King Island Council in 1956 (Lemon and Morgan 2014, p.142).

 

In 1993, having established the likely position of the main grave from Nixon’s 1854 sketch, a Royal Melbourne Institute 

of Technology student, Robert L Micheltree, used ground-penetrating technology to prove that a sub-surface cavity 

existed on the site (Micheltree and Stuart 1993, pp.14‒20) at approx. 234260E, 5564084N. Two years later a 

memorial cairn was erected there by the Lions Club of King Island to mark the sesquicentenary of the Cataraqui 

disaster.

 

Although King Island was barely populated at the time of the Cataraqui disaster, today’s King Island community feels 

a strong connection to the event. The site of the disaster symbolises the stories of hundreds of lives lost in 

shipwrecks in Bass Strait and particularly on the shores of King Island. The on-going community attachment to the 

Cataraqui wreck site is evident in the placement of successive memorial cairns at the site; in the dives conducted to 

find Cataraqui relics and the display of these at the King Island Museum; in artworks depicting the disaster; in the 

commemoration ceremonies which have taken place at the site; and in the Cataraqui disaster site’s online presence. 
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However, this is a local level special association only. Like the 1834 George the Third disaster, the Cataraqui disaster 

was the subject of a book which is still in print at the time of writing. While the book demonstrates the on-going 

connection between the Cataraqui shipwreck/burials sites in Tasmania and communities in England and Ireland , it 

does not demonstrate a widespread attachment to the sites within the Tasmanian community .

 

Comparative analysis: shipwreck mass burial sites

One-hundred-and-thirty-three male convicts died when the convict transport ship George the Third was wrecked on 

Actaeon Reef near Southport in southern Van Diemen’s Land in 1835. Some are believed to be buried at Burying 

Ground Point, Southport (THR#3596). In the same year, more than 200 Irish female convicts bound for Sydney died in 

the wreck of the Neva on King Island, being buried nearby by Captain TH Peck and other survivors . However, the scale 

and style of the Cataraqui burials delineate between other possible grave sites. The burial of 342 of the 400 victims 

makes the site of the Cataraqui disaster Tasmania’s and Australia’s largest shipwreck burial site .
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